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Alone in the Wilderness, Again and Again
A middle-aged man wearing a plaid shirt, denim overalls, and a white driving cap 
is sawing wood with a handsaw. The blade makes a steady sound, cutting through a log 
stroke by stroke. Snowy mountains and a turquoise lake loom behind the man’s half­
finished cabin, which he is constructing with peeled logs. As the title of his film reveals, 
Dick Proenneke is Alone in the Wilderness. From my spot behind the counter, I see that 
Dick has drawn a crowd. Every seat in the video nook is occupied, and men stand behind 
the benches, arms crossed. All day, every day, tourists pause to watch Dick’s story, 
which continually unfolds since we keep him on auto repeat.
It’s summer, and I ’m working as a park ranger at a visitor’s center in Fairbanks. I 
dole out brochures for lands across Alaska, including Lake Clark National Park, where 
Dick’s cabin is an official historic site. Dick is a star, with a strong presence on the park’s 
website and his own handout that I ’m constantly photocopying since it flies off the rack 
in the video nook. A gray-haired Australian man asks if we sell the DVD. We did, but 
we’ve run out, and the Australian settles for Dick’s book, One M a n ’s Wilderness. “H e’s 
magic,” the man sighs, and I have to agree.
One of my co-workers says it is the only movie she’s seen over and over and not 
come to hate. The film grabs me from the opening shot of rosy alpenglow on a snowy 
mountain. “It’s good to be back in the wilderness again,” Dick begins, with a statement 
that evokes my mountain woman fantasies. “I was alone, just me and the animals.” Dick 
already seems at home, although he is crashing at an old cabin until he can build his own. 
He has been dreaming of this summer since he first saw Twin Lakes in 1962 and vowed 
to return, which he did in 1967 to cut cabin logs. The logs have dried, so as the film
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begins in the summer of 1968, Dick is fifty-one and ready to build the cabin where he 
will live for thirty-five years. We get to share his experience because Dick kept a journal 
and filmed himself using a tripod-mounted camera. Other than the occasional supply run 
by the pilot Babe Alsworth, Dick is alone.
I confess to my co-workers what seems an obvious desire: I’d love to be Dick 
Proenneke. Who wouldn’t want to live alone in the wilderness? Except it turns out that 
my co-workers, who like the video well enough, do n ’t want to be Dick Proenneke. “He 
seems so lonely!” Anne bemoans. “Too many chores,” Adia adds.
She’s right—he does do a lot of chores. “July the thirty-first,” Dick announces. 
“Tin bending day.” Dick is cutting down metal gas containers and transforming them into 
household items. “Made a water bucket, a wash pan, a dish pan, a flour pan, and storage 
cans,” Dick rattles off, so that I am astonished, once again, by his productivity. In the 
video nook, the crowd appears captivated. Why? The man is bending tin! It would be 
hard to script a more dull TV moment, but Dick makes even tin bending compelling 
because what he is really doing is sidestepping the modern world, and he makes this 
escape look easy, tin shears in hand. Then he realizes he needs a wooden spoon to pour 
hotcake batter onto the griddle. An hour later, he’s carved a spoon.
I first heard of Dick Proenneke years ago when I picked up his book One M a n ’s 
Wilderness off a sale rack and brought it to a job counting fish on the Alaska Peninsula. 
One day, while the wind blew forty, I curled up in my sleeping bag in a cabin on Bear 
Lake, engrossed in the story. From my window, I could see Bear River. It was July, and 
the sockeye salmon were running, drawing bears. Unlike Dick, I did not build that cabin
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nor did I live there. For three summers I shared the cabin with a co-worker. A pilot flew 
in supplies, and at the end of the season he flew us out. When I moved to Alaska, I 
imagined myself building a cabin on a bluff overlooking a river. I ’ve settled on a 
compromise, visiting the wilderness but not living there.
Instead I live by a permafrost pond in the spruce forest in Fairbanks. My property 
is part of the last homestead staked in town, and I ’ve been fixing it up for ten years. I 
have another fifteen years until I ’m as old as Dick was when he built his cabin, but I 
cannot imagine that will be enough time for me to gain his level of competence. Dick 
served in the U.S. Navy in World War II, worked as a carpenter, and retired as a diesel 
mechanic and heavy equipment operator from the Kodiak Naval Base. In Alaska, this sort 
of resume establishes credibility. Meanwhile, I’ve counted fish and handed out brochures.
To my regret, my house is not a cabin at all but frame construction, which seems 
less romantic. For lack of a better word, I call it a rectangle. During years of renovations,
I lived with ripped out walls and ignored signs of stalled construction, such as lumber 
piles in my entry. I ’ve since entered a hazy phase of perpetual chores. I ’ve put in a garden 
and grow vegetables. I pick berries with an obsession that would perhaps be better 
applied toward carpentry. I am not alone in the wilderness, but I am alone most of the 
time. Whether this is by choice or personality or circumstance, I have a hard time 
deciding.
As part of my job as a park ranger, I lead an interpretive walk about pioneers of 
early Fairbanks. I carry an iPad to show visitors photos from the early days, when 
pioneers carved up the forest and created a town. I point at the busy road bordering our 
parking lot and pull up a photo from a hundred years ago, when the road consisted of a
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string of cabins and gardens. We visit one of the only surviving cabins, a token souvenir 
from what was demolished to build the visitor’s center. The cabin is surrounded by a 
garden where we grow the same vegetables grown in early Fairbanks. There is a fake 
outhouse in the yard, and tourists are learning to drive Segways in the adjacent parking 
lot, practicing for a tour along a bike path.
The frontier has largely vanished from Fairbanks, and I find myself desperate to 
convey how self-sufficiency, resourcefulness, and other frontier values live on in small 
ways. The tourists want to hear this, too—they are more drawn to Dick’s film, which 
shows the Alaska they want to see, than they are to the bingo parlors and box stores. 
When I try to tell the story of the past, I bring in my own story. Many of my friends built 
their own homes, I say. I don’t have plumbing. I haul water or melt snow on a 
woodstove. I split wood. I play dodge-the-moose in my driveway. When I return to the 
topic of the historical cabin, one lady insists my life is more interesting. “You are a 
pioneer!” a man claims. No, I am a cabin yuppie, with Internet but no plumbing.
In the time I ’ve been gone for my interpretive walk, Dick’s almost built his cabin 
again. Eleven days, and he’s notched and assembled the logs with the precision of 
Lincoln Logs. To trim his windows, he makes his own boards using homemade tools. 
Dick takes a brief break to sweep wood chips. “Quite a pile for eleven days work,” Dick 
notes, and I shake my head in admiration. I ’ve spent longer reading an instruction 
manual.
One of my summer projects, for example, is to finish my outhouse, which I began 
two years ago. I’d insisted upon building a handcrafted treasure such as Dick would have
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built, plus I took pride in using salvaged materials, such as the scraps cut from the outside 
of logs and spruce poles disfigured by spherical goiters called burls. I loosely followed a 
blueprint that I ’d been concocting for years. Getting pieces to fit proved challenging—my 
wood suffered from unpredictable unevenness. The first snow of the season fell as I 
erected the corner poles, bracing them against my body while sledge hammering five- 
inch spikes. When I finally squashed the last spike into the wood and stood back to 
celebrate, I realized the outhouse leaned. I added more braces, but when I climbed the 
outhouse stairs, the contraption shook from side to side. I consoled myself by using my 
best boards for the seat, but when I cut out the circle in the middle I understood I’d made 
a mistake— cutting a hole in the boards ruined their integrity, and the seat collapsed 
inward. The snow was four inches and falling, and when my neighbor inspected my 
progress, he declared, “It’s crooked!” I pouted for two years. Dick built his outhouse in a 
day. There are days when I despise Dick for his never-ending efficiency.
I turn away to help a visitor, and when I next notice Dick he is working on his 
roof. This is one of the rare cases when he concedes to modern technology, using 
tarpaper and polyethylene. These artificial items, however, are buried when Dick tops off 
the roof with moss-covered sod. Dick’s been busy lately excavating thick rectangles of 
moss. I’ve done this before too, when I built hiking trails. I remember carrying chunks of 
earth on my shoulder, the cool moist moss resting against my neck and a trickle of dirt 
shuddering down my shirt. Dick, of course, is more efficient—he builds a wooden 
carrying rack so he can carry two moss chunks at a time. When the film shows a close up 
of Dick shoveling, the moss appears to leap out of the ground. I know this is an illusion
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caused by the speed of the old film, but it seems in line with Dick’s capabilities. By now 
we understand that Dick is crafting a masterpiece.
I love the concept of mastery, but as I flit from activity to activity, it’s hard to 
achieve more than mediocrity. Watching Dick Proenneke, no one can doubt his 
accomplishment. Who else knows how to make a wooden door, complete with 
homemade wooden hinges? He’s anxious to build the door, he says, and then he does. 
Half a hinge takes him forty-five minutes, less than the time I spend with an elderly 
couple from Maine planning their RV trip. “Too many men work on parts of things,”
Dick muses. “Doing a job to completion satisfies me.” Dick has a knack for folksy 
statements, and because of the life he leads the audience accepts what he says as wisdom.
Moments like this suggest the film has never been about making door hinges—it’s 
about a residual craving that exists in many of us, and Dick taps into that, insisting that 
our modern life is not the only way of being. By this I do not mean that we wish to follow 
Dick’s path, certainly not entirely. Perhaps we seek simplicity, or the satisfaction that 
comes with doing a job to completion. Maybe it is the craftsmanship and competency, or 
how Dick is free to decide how he will live each day. As I discovered with my co­
workers, most people do not want to be Dick Proenneke. Despite my adoration, perhaps I 
do not even truly want to live like he did. Nonetheless, he continues to draw a crowd.
After his first night in his cabin, Dick reports his best sleep in a long time. He can 
hear the creek, and he has a new foam mattress. Until now, Dick has been under the 
deadline of winter, but now his leisure time increases. He enjoys work, as long as it is of 
his choosing. Sometimes it is almost painful to watch Dick because he is so joyful in how
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he spends his time that it seems inexcusable to voluntarily live any other way. “I am 
getting hungry for a fish,” Dick announces, so he strolls to a stream and pulls out a fish. 
Dick is aware of his freedom. In another film, he ponders an eagle, imagining how such a 
sight would affect a city man stuck at his desk and commuting each day amidst electric 
wires and dirty buildings. Dick’s commute is gliding across the lake in his canoe, and the 
closest he comes to a rat race is when he finds himself paddling next to a swimming 
caribou whose white tail bobs side-to-side.
My own commute falls somewhere between Dick’s idyll and the horror he 
imagined for city men. I bike to the visitor’s center, nine miles each way. The first mile is 
on a dirt road where I ’ve seen fox, snowshoe hares, moose, a lynx, and a sandhill crane 
strutting down the road. I turn onto pavement and go by an animal research farm. If I’m 
lucky, there are muskoxen in the front pen, standing like statues. Otherwise, I see 
motionless faraway blobs that look like black hay bales. I zip along a bike path rippled by 
frost heaves until I reach the first traffic lights, and soon I ’m cruising on a path beside a 
river. Ducks sleep on the grass while I’m pedaling with urgency because the visitor 
center opens at eight. When I reach the back door, I hustle inside and grab my uniform 
from my locker. I must open the exhibits, add water to the fountain over the fake rocks in 
the display, and turn the key that lifts the metal folding door over our counter.
Although I enjoy my job, I sometimes feel like it is my life on auto repeat: 
another ride into town, walking again through the silent visitor’s center before opening, 
more questions about visiting Denali, back on the bike, and the precious few hours before 
bed. I ’m working a summer position—I struggle with the reality of a regular job, an 
unchanging schedule from week-to-week and year-to-year. In almost two decades of
7
work, I have never held a job longer than thirteen months. I am not proud of this. 
Nonetheless, when I work a job too long, something in me seizes up, refuses to 
cooperate, and I go rogue. I work in bursts, squirreling away money, and then retreat to 
my house or run away to savor my freedom.
Dick is working on his woodpile today, cutting firewood by hand. “This business 
of taking wood out of the savings bank and putting none back has been bothering me to 
no end,” Dick announces, and even though he prefers splitting wood to sawing rounds, 
the unceasing saw makes it clear that his budget will be balanced. Theoretically I agree 
with Dick, but whenever he says this I cringe because I ’ve been wondering if I live too 
much on credit, trying to do too much, to be more than one person, to experience 
everything rather than accept limits. I whirl through life emanating stress and leaving 
uncompleted projects in my wake. I seek simplicity, but I sow complexity. When Dick 
moves into his cabin, he finds a place for every possession, so his cabin stays tidy. This 
lack of clutter is possible because he considers what he needs to own. When I arrive 
home from work, I open the door to a house bursting with things.
“I suppose I was here because this was something I had to do,” Dick mused when 
he began building. “Not just dream about it, but do it. I suppose, too, I was here to test 
myself. What was I capable of that I didn’t know yet?” With his increased leisure, Dick 
tests himself in other ways. Today he is away from the cabin, off to take a long look into 
the heart of high places. Loose rocks force Dick to pick his way across the slope, his hand 
down for balance. “One bad step, and I would keep right on going down the mountain,” 
Dick considers. “But risk now and then is good for a man.” Once again, he seems to have 
hit on something fundamental. Every day I talk to people seeking adventures beyond their
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ordinary lives. A scruffy man with long hair and an external frame pack announces that 
he wants to walk across the Arctic. He insists there are towns where he can buy groceries 
and bridges across the rivers, even though I warn him there are not. I later spot him over 
by our map of Alaska before he slips out the back door. I wish him a silent good luck. He 
has no idea what he is trying to do and I do not believe he will succeed, but let him find 
out for himself. He can always turn back. The greatest risk is to stay safe at all costs.
New exhibits are arriving, along with a team of installers who measure walls and 
drive around in a motorized lift that sends a beep throughout the building, drowning out 
Dick. Three installers apply a giant sticker across twenty feet of wall, and the space is 
transformed into a green flash of aurora. The theme is Getting out in Alaska, so props like 
bicycles and an orange inner tube are fastened to the wall until the area begins to look 
like a yard sale. A decal orders, Ask us about winter!
Dick is enjoying his first winter at Twin Lakes, declaring it even better than 
summer. He hunts Dall sheep and builds a sled. He shovels snow and goes for hikes. One 
day he’s snowshoeing around the shore when he comes across wolverine tracks, a 
discovery that elicits organ chords from the soundtrack because the wolverine has been 
eluding Dick all winter. If I ’m not busy, I especially like to watch this scene because for 
fifteen years I ’ve been trying to see a wolverine. The creatures are so elusive that even 
wolverine researchers rarely see them. Dick’s luck is about to change, however, because 
the wolverine is rolling down a snow slope, looking silly. “And then there he was, the 
one with the ferocious reputation,” Dick announces, as giddy as his understated tone 
allows. “He didn't look so ferocious to me.” The addition of the wolverine is almost too
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much—the entire film feels like an enactment of my fantasy world, and with the entrance 
of the animal I most want to see, the film teeters on the boundary between the real and 
the fictive, as if  the unfolding images are bubbles released by my unconscious.
“February is almost gone, and that didn’t take long,” Dick says, and soon the ice 
is melting and Dick’s first year at Twin Lakes is drawing to a close. The shots of winter 
are almost entirely taken outside. It is easier to make a film outside, of course—there are 
mountains and animals and Dick can tromp along with the camera, doing what he most 
loves to do. Even Dick might lose an audience if he filmed too long inside a cabin with 
himself as the only character. The solitary life, especially in winter, is better suited to the 
introspection of writing. Did Dick ever get lonely? Did the cold and dark make him 
claustrophobic? Did the thrill of the adventure wear off? Although I hope that Dick never 
felt gloomier emotions, it feels more realistic to assume they did not make it into the film.
A commercial guide to Lake Clark comes into the visitor’s center one day, and he 
tells me that Dick was the real deal, a nice guy. It is a relief to hear this, to feel that my 
admiration has not gone astray. The guide and I watch Dick scamper through the 
mountains. “He’s kind of a badass,” the guide offers, and I completely agree. Dick is a 
man whose actions will be repeated by few. The next day a man tells me the Natives from 
the area are not impressed with the fanfare directed at Dick Proenneke. They’ve been 
living like that for centuries.
Watching Dick all summer, it’s easy to forget that I don’t know the guy. What 
kind of man was he when the camera wasn’t rolling? Would I have liked him? Does it 
matter? “This lake can really change its personality in a hurry,” Dick observes. “Like a 
woman— all smiles one minute and dancing a temper tantrum the next.” Oh, Dick! I try
10
to ignore this line, which smacks of chauvinism. I tell myself that Dick was a product of 
his generation. In fact, women are rarely mentioned in Dick’s books and films. They knit, 
sew, or cook Dick gifts such as curtains or mittens that are delivered by the pilot Babe 
Alsworth. They do not build cabins.
Who was Dick Proenneke? The voice in the film, the voice reading all of Dick’s 
lines, is not Dick. W e’re listening to a mirage because the voice belongs to a country 
singer. The real Dick Proenneke doesn’t make easy listening. I ’ve heard him on other 
DVDs, and he has an odd voice that squeaks and accents words in unconventional places. 
The editors have sent out a pinch hitter, a narrator whose voice won’t get in the way of 
the story. All this is a way of recognizing the obvious, that the film is edited. Beginning 
with Dick’s decision to bring a tripod-mounted camera, the story is an act of creation. 
Dick decides which images to capture. Dick, in overalls, stands with one hand on his hip 
and the other resting on a vertically held saw, admiring the cabin. The camera, set up by 
Dick, is behind him, taking it all in. The story is not just of the cabin but of a man’s quest 
to create the cabin and a film.
Dick naturally sought control over how his story was told. He didn’t like the 
editing of his first book and refused to work with that editor again. In death, however, 
Dick has lost control. He is ours now. His words and images have entered a public 
domain where strangers can pick and choose, molding him into a creature that he perhaps 
never was. Judging by the visitor’s center, Dick is being torn to pieces. H e’s headed all 
over the world, scattered in the form of memories, DVDs, and glossy books.
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There is a stuffed wolverine above my desk in the visitor’s center. I wish the 
wolverine were not there, because I hate seeing a dead wolverine every day when I have 
been trying for so long to see a live one. The life spirit is gone, leaving behind a physical 
body missing the most vital and intangible element. Nonetheless, tourists are always 
asking to photograph the wolverine. I smile and let them.
Lately I ’ve been wondering if keeping Dick on auto repeat is itself a form of 
taxidermy. Dick seems so alive, but of course we are watching images, necessarily one 
step removed from actual experience. The lifeblood of Dick Proenneke, the physical man 
who paddled a canoe and sawed logs, is not here. I wonder if we always appreciate the 
difference—many visitors arrive after seeing Alaska on TV, either through reality shows 
or nature documentaries. Sometimes it feels like visitors only want to verify what they 
have already seen on TV. They tour Alaska in RVs, cars, planes, and boats, staring out 
windows, and they pour into the visitor’s center to stare at the TV. I fear they experience 
Alaska like it is a dead stuffed animal; they are one step removed, while the flesh and 
blood of the place is roaming elsewhere. We will never live like Dick because we are 
inside watching him be outside.
Of course there is a sadder way in which Dick’s film feels like taxidermy—Dick 
is dead. He died at the age of eighty-five in 2003, the same year the film was released. 
Near the end of the film, the chronological time jumps thirty-five years. In slow motion 
Dick swivels to face the camera, his expression caught in a peculiar smile like a sagging 
jack-o’-lantern. This is no longer the middle-aged but nimble man who carried logs on 
his shoulder. We learn that Dick bequeathed his cabin to the National Park Service. Dick 
did what many have done before— since life itself cannot be preserved, he sought to
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preserve the physical remnants of that life. The film glosses over this reality through 
upbeat music and a narrator who assures us that Dick’s spirit will always linger in the 
perfect notches of his logs. I ’ve seen another film of Dick in which he returns to the cabin 
as an old man to say goodbye, accompanied by a handsome young ranger. Dick slowly 
climbs the ladder to his cache while the ranger holds the ladder. Later Dick catches a 
final fish, and we watch him paddle across the lake. The camera zooms in on Dick, 
whose eyes stare straight ahead as he dips the paddle.
In his videos, Dick seems happy. I do not mean a glib quest for fun, but a more 
substantial satisfaction arising from having followed his dream. We can see why, since 
the film shows us an accumulation of chosen moments: the pouring of batter on a griddle, 
the plink of a blueberry into the container, the sipping of coffee while gazing at the lake. 
This is Dick in his dream world. Dream worlds, of course, cannot be precisely mapped, 
but the chosen moments, the snippets of philosophy, the sheer idea of what Dick did— all 
this amounts to a sort of cartography. Judging by the crowds in the video nook, Dick did 
more than fulfill his own dream. He is mythical, an archetype. His story brings forth any 
remnants of the frontier dream lurking inside us.
My co-workers are accustomed to my obsession with Dick Proenneke. When the 
center is quiet, he keeps me company. “Dead calm and zero degrees,” I hear Dick say, 
and I know he is headed to the lake with his water bucket. There are three inches of ice to 
chip through, and he knows the importance of keeping his walkways clear. Spending my 
summer with Dick Proenneke, I experience the same feeling as when I read a book and 
feel a connection to the author, often from years and cultures away. He feels alive to me, 
resurrected.
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Instead of the image of the elderly Dick Proenneke, with his awkward expression 
that appears frozen as he struggles to face us, I would edit the video to end with Dick 
snowshoeing through the woods. He comes across a spruce tree with a giant burl and 
knows what to do—he will transform the burl into a table. He cuts off the burl flush with 
the tree, a tricky job with a handsaw but of course Dick makes it look easy. For a moment 
we watch Dick and listen to the saw, a sound that I associate with him because no matter 
where I am in the visitor’s center, I hear him sawing. Dick straps the burl slabs to his 
pack board and heads back to the cabin for lunch. The burl on his back makes him look 
like a turtle as he walks away from the camera and into the woods. In the cabin there is a 
coffee can filled with cranberries, and cranberry syrup to make.
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Homestead Economics
I once worked in an oil facility on Alaska’s North Slope. I was not, however, 
outside in overalls wrenching on a pipe. Instead I spent my days reading, surfing the 
Internet, half-heartedly pedaling a stationary bike, or grazing in the cafeteria where 
workers filled over-size cups from the soft serve machine. My job was to survey 
bowhead whales in the Beaufort Sea, but most days the helicopter did not have enough 
ceiling to fly. In three weeks, I flew ten times. On flying days, I gazed down at the ocean, 
watching white spray and wondering if I ’d missed whales. I never saw bowheads until 
the last day, and then they were far below, dark bodies like small submarines.
My sister, who is a mom and a professor and lives a life crammed with 
responsibility, describes my stint as a whale surveyor as the job where I got trained about 
what to do if a helicopter falls into water, went up a few times to see whales, and 
otherwise did as I pleased. “That’s what you should write about,” my sister told me this 
summer. “People are fascinated by the idea of being paid to do nothing.”
We were sitting in the living room of a house my sister and her husband had 
rented in California’s wine country. They had paid for most of my trip, with the 
understanding that I would share a room with their five-year-old daughter and help 
babysit. Since kindergarten, my sister has either been in school or held a full-time job. 
The longest I have held a job is thirteen months. I am single and have reached the age of 
forty almost entirely by stringing together field jobs and other short-term gigs. I was a 
year overdue for a graduate degree in creative writing, an arguably useless degree most 
often pursued by the young or the retired. People like me, the nearly middle-aged, 
presumably are raising children or near the pinnacle of their earning potential, or both.
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Ever since I was a kid, I have wanted to live in a house in the woods, be a writer, 
and play outside. But how should I pay the bills? I once wanted be a fire lookout in the 
West, reading and writing and scanning for smoke. Beat writers such as Jack Kerouac 
and Gary Snyder did so, but the days of fire lookouts have ended. The trick is to find 
modern reincarnations of lookout jobs, such as fish counting and caretaking of wilderness 
lodges. Bowhead whale surveys were arguably another reincarnation, featuring an 
element of the wild (whales), an aerial view (helicopters), and free time (albeit in an oil 
facility).
The month before I flew the bowhead whale surveys, I worked in the Beaufort 
Sea collecting data on whitefish migrations. For years I worked fish projects across 
Alaska, using jobs as tickets to visit remote places. The more remote and wild the place, 
the more I wished to go there. To get to my job in the Beaufort Sea, I took a jet to 
Deadhorse, five hundred miles north of Fairbanks and the gateway to the largest oil fields 
in North America. From there I caught a bus that drove west for two hours through the 
restricted area of the oil fields to Oliktok Point, an oil complex on the edge of the ocean. I 
boarded a boat to Oooguruk Island, a brand-new island created from giant sandbags, and 
there I met my crew. We drove a skiff five miles to our rented cabin on a homestead on 
the Colville River Delta. I had never been to the oil fields, and I had succeeded in 
reaching a place I otherwise never would have visited. But what kind of place was it?
Of all the homesteads I had seen during my travels in Alaska, the homestead on 
the Colville Delta struck me as the most extreme, on the edge of the northern ocean, yet 
the oilfields had encroached upon it. The property was a collection of large framed
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buildings, some abandoned and sagging into the permafrost and surrounded by 
abandoned objects, giving the property a slight junkyard feel. I marveled at the effort it 
must have taken to forge a home in remote tundra where supplies had to be flown in.
The beach was lined with rubber tires and rusty barrels. In the distance we could 
see the oil facilities on Oooguruk Island. Because of an optical mirage called the fata 
morgana, the oil infrastructure looked larger than it actually was when viewed from the 
homestead, and the homestead often looked larger when we saw it from the sea. These 
distorted buildings provided the only topography in the flat coastal plain.
Every once in a while we saw the homesteaders. They were a middle-aged couple 
with four grown children who worked elsewhere. Over the years, the homesteaders made 
a living in various ways: commercial fishing for whitefish, big game hunting, running a 
lodge. The husband was the son of the original homesteader, Bud Helmericks, who began 
building the complex in the 1950s and had both pushed for the development of Prudhoe 
Bay and courted birders to come to the delta. The wife worked at the oil fields, and the 
couple made money renting to researchers such as ourselves, who in turn were paid by 
the oil companies. The homesteaders were rumored to be charging us $20,000 a month to 
rent our cabin, which did not even have plumbing. Bud Helmericks once described how 
living on the delta turned him into a businessman. He loved the land and subsistence, but 
he saw that loving the land was not enough.
Meanwhile, I had my own living to make. Each morning we dressed in neoprene 
waders and float coats and clomped down a wooden boardwalk to our skiff. We 
maintained four nets scattered across the shallow Beaufort Sea, which we navigated by
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steering the boat along a GPS track, both to find our way through the fog and to avoid 
sandbars. Often we could see nothing. It was a surreal feeling, driving at speed while 
trusting the red line on the screen. Fog made the country mysterious, knowing that 
something might be out there but we could not see it. One day I was driving the boat and 
the GPS showed we were within fifty feet of a dock, but the fog encased us. When I 
slowed, my co-worker gave me a puzzled glance. “W e’re here,” I said, and then there it 
was, the dark shape of the dock.
The job was very physical, not in the sense of requiring me to carry heavy weights 
or walk long distances, but because the job made me aware of my body. When we 
reached our nets, for example, we slipped over the gunnels of the boat and the chill of the 
water sunk through the heavy neoprene of our waders. My first day, when we headed for 
our most remote site, away from land and out into the ocean, I wondered if I would 
survive the month, as the bow crashed so hard after each wave that I was jarred against 
the wooden seat, the ocean slamming into my face and soaking my float coat. The 
Beaufort Sea did not just get the better of me—the welded seams of our skiff began to 
split down the middle. Our company worried that the boat would split in the middle of 
the ocean, so we rented a new boat from the homesteaders.
Our nets had fences that funneled fish toward a trap. Each day we emptied our 
catch into a floating sampling platform. Two of us stood in the ocean handling the fish 
while one sat in the boat recording data. We measured some fish, but mostly we counted 
and identified the species. Often we had thousands of fish, almost entirely juveniles, 
which made it more difficult to distinguish species. The work could be monotonous, day
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after day scooping handfuls of whitefish out of a net, but I have always had a capacity to 
endure monotony.
Several years before I worked on the North Slope I bought part of an old 
homestead in Fairbanks. I intended to fix it up, but I needed more money. The season that 
I worked on the North Slope I worked four jobs in a row, and by the time I returned home 
at the end of September snow was on the ground and I missed the construction season 
entirely. That year I first left home in April for a salmon smolt project on the Stikine 
River. The snow had begun melting at home in Fairbanks, but when I arrived on the 
Stikine ice jammed the river and at camp we dug pathways through snow higher than my 
head. From there I went to the Alaska Peninsula to count fish. I had fantasies of a garden 
with kale the size of bushes, but I would not be home to garden. As a substitute, I tried to 
plant lettuce seeds in an outdoor box on the Alaska Peninsula but it was too cold. When I 
left at the end of July, the plants were one inch tall.
In August I headed to the North Slope, and my flight path took me through 
Fairbanks. At that point I had owned the homestead for four years, but because of my 
work schedule I had never seen the property in summer. As I drove home, I saw the grass 
in my driveway had grown higher than my truck tires and ducks were swimming in a 
driveway puddle. My home felt like a foreign place surrounded by the green of summer. I 
knew that when I returned from the whale surveys snow would be on the ground in 
Fairbanks, another construction season over, and I would have missed it entirely.
I have always been torn between going away and staying home, and when I made 
my living from fieldwork, home and away were intertwined. I went away to make money
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to pay for home. I went home to recover from being away. I dreamed of going away 
when I was home and vice versa, while at the same time I did not want to be anywhere 
else, or maybe I wanted to be both home and away at the same time.
In our cabin on the Colville Delta, we slept in the loft, three cots next to each 
other. In the evenings, I walked the shore, eager for privacy. I combed the beach for 
driftwood because when I returned home I intended to make a stick wreath patterned on a 
photo from Better Homes and Gardens magazine. I called this activity “sticking.” During 
the days when I felt homesick, when the thought of another day sorting whitefish seemed 
unbearable, I went sticking. There were not many options for walks from our cabin—the 
dock area, with its heaped tires and rusty metal, or the tussocks where I might see 
squirrels or owls but could not truly stretch my legs because of the uneven walking. More 
often I took the sticking route, the grassy shoreline with a small beach, the bland ocean, 
and the oil facilities. By the end of my month I had enough sticks to fill a plastic tote. 
When I returned home I bought a glue gun and wire and made the stick wreath that now 
hangs over my front door.
Whenever I left for a field season, the idea of home, either present or future, 
remained with me. Before I became a homeowner, I imagined what my future home 
would be, sketching it in my mind or on paper. Part of me was always decorating. I 
walked the beaches on the Alaska Peninsula, collecting glass fishing floats that had 
washed up from Japan or feeling with my feet in the grass for balls that had been buried. I 
mailed home a whale vertebra and hacked a maggoty penis bone off a dead walrus. I 
began weaving together memories of field and home, uniting home and away through 
decorative objects.
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I made home at fieldcamps too. Before each season, I packed a box of books and 
mailed them ahead, and when I arrived at camp I found a board or other material to make 
a bookshelf. I remember where I slept at each camp: the mattress in the cabin at Bear 
Lake, with the window overlooking the river where bears fished. A loft in a cabin on the 
Stikine River, where I read by a kerosene lamp. The wall tent on a gravel bar in the 
Kuskokwim River, where I had my own tent and wood stove. I scavenged driftwood for 
the stove, and at night I wrote at a desk built with scrap lumber. That was my dream life, 
or one version of it: to be in a tent with a fire and desk in the middle of nowhere.
How did I end up standing in the ocean, sorting through a net filled with 
whitefish? Like my sister, I was a straight A student, but when my high school gave me a 
career assessment test, I scored a one percent and was summoned to the guidance 
counselor because the only career that appealed to me was carpentry. Given my grades 
and good behavior, no one worried. No one, myself included, imagined that I would end 
up wrestling fish.
I did not grow up learning practical skills. Instead, I attended school, played 
sports, and read books. During high school, I joined a trail crew. I hauled rocks, dug 
ditches, peeled logs, and embraced a new identity as an earth girl. I loved the ritual of 
walking down the trail single file to the work site each day, hard hat on my head and 
tools in my hand. I enjoyed being outside, chipping away at the dirt with hand tools or 
moving rocks. Yet although I was diligent, I was not necessarily skilled. Meanwhile, one 
of my co-workers was a boy who attended my school but who was never in my classes 
because he attended special education while I was an honors student. Wally already knew
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how to sharpen a crosscut saw. Need to set up a pulley system? Ask Wally. I only began 
to realize it that summer, but I had a narrow definition of success, which I measured 
almost entirely by how well someone did in school. That summer began to change how I 
thought about making a living.
The first time I visited the West was after my high school graduation, when I 
volunteered to build hiking trails in a national forest in Idaho. I used my paper route 
money to fly from Vermont to Spokane where I spent the night before riding the bus to 
Idaho. I remember being glued to the plane window, refusing to sleep because it was the 
first flight I had paid for with my own money and I intended to enjoy every minute. As 
the plane banked to land in Spokane, I saw evergreens in all directions, which made the 
land feel foreign because I was used to deciduous trees. That night in the hotel I met a 
boy from Chicago who would be part of my crew. I had never met anyone from a big 
city, and the boy took me out on a walk and showed me how to hop barbed wire fences. I 
remember feeling like I was beginning to explore the world.
We spent a month in the forest in Idaho. I slept in a tent for the first time. I did not 
know the names for the tent parts, such as the waterproof fly, and I had never set one up.
I had never gone backpacking or even been away from home, except for one week of 
basketball camp in high school. We took turns cooking, which I had also never done. I 
learned to follow a recipe and decided my specialty was biscuits. I tried to make pea soup 
for our crew leader’s birthday and learned that if  you take the lid off of a hot pressure 
cooker, pea soup will explode all over the kitchen tarp. Our camp was a twenty-minute 
walk below the top of a butte where there was a fire lookout. We liked to watch the 
sunset from the tower, and sometimes we brought our sleeping bags and slept in the open.
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The lookout had been abandoned, but I climbed the stairs and gazed upon what seemed 
like endless forest. I had never been to Alaska, but without knowing it I had begun my 
journey toward my homestead.
When I was talking to my sister about this essay, she said, “I always thought you 
were weird, to be honest—I couldn't imagine why you would want to spend a summer 
trail-making. It was and is simply beyond my comprehension.”
Years ago, I told my sister about my job as a fish counter, which I did for three 
summers on the Alaska Peninsula. Fundamentally the job is simple: you open a gate in a 
fence across the river and count the fish through. I do not remember exactly what I said, 
but I remember my sister replied, “These jobs require skills?” Her reply stuck with me 
because I have spent most of my adult life trying, and generally failing, to master the 
required skills.
I have tried to learn many skills over the years: How do you move an outhouse?
Or frame a cabin? How do you repair a hole in the bottom of the boat or retrieve a 
chainsaw that has been swallowed by a tree? What do you do when your fish net snags on 
an underwater tree or when the motor on your jet boat sucks up a dead salmon? When the 
eagle has dragged the antennae off the roof? When there is a bear in the entry to the
cabin? When th e ____________is broken? Generators. Chainsaws. Outboard motors.
Four wheelers. Guns. Radios. GPS. Hand tools. How to repair and how to use. Fish, both 
grownup and juvenile, and sorting one species from another. How to read rivers. The list 
of skills I ’ve tried to learn is long.
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My college advisor was a former marine turned academic, and we shared an 
interest in learning hands-on skills. I remember him talking about an electrician’s class he 
was taking and how he could see his fellow classmates shaking their head as he muddled 
through the exercises. “Stupid academic!” he imagined them saying. The seed had been 
planted during my high school trail crew that I wanted to be better at more than 
academics, and this desire only grew in college. There was a terror in spending so much 
time curled up reading in the easy chair in the library, a pursuit that came so naturally to 
me. I did not want to be the straight A nerd. I turned my back on that person and sought 
to re-create myself. I remember that being a choice, long ago.
I believed that if  I threw myself whole-heartedly into this broader world, then I 
would master the necessary skills. It never happened. Instead I eked out a mediocre 
competency marred by occasional spectacular failures. If you had to pick a person to be 
marooned with in a remote cabin, you shouldn’t pick me. Take, for example, a summer 
on the Alaska Peninsula when I spent many afternoons practicing backing up the four 
wheeler and trailer. Backing up trailers has always stumped me; first you have to turn the 
four wheeler in the opposite direction you want the trailer to turn, and if you turn too 
steeply you will jack the trailer. One afternoon the supply plane landed, and I drove to the 
airstrip, turning the four wheeler and trailer in a neat circle and backing toward the plane. 
Then I heard a sickening thump. The pilot, standing by the wing, yelled at me to pull 
away, and I did so, careful to make sure I went forward. I watched the pilot inspect the 
ding on his plane and stood quietly while he yelled, knowing that I deserved every angry 
word. He finally calmed down, aware that I was trying not to cry. “I suppose I could 
write it up as a rock hit,” he said.
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A few years after my season on the Colville Delta, the original homesteader, Bud 
Helmericks, passed away at the age of ninety-three. A newspaper article described him as 
a bush pilot, adventurer, guide, businessman, and author— a North Slope institution. “He 
was from that old school of Alaska adventurers who did things mainly for the experience, 
not for the attention or the possible income,” the newspaper tribute declared. Bud 
Helmericks did things like fly to the North Pole because he had the fuel and wanted to 
see what was out there. He hopped into the plane he kept in his yard and flew there and 
back with no hoopla. This was a man who carved out a homestead in the middle of Arctic 
nowhere. While he flew a plane alone over the North Pole, I backed into planes. He was 
the jack-of-all-trades master that I always wished to be.
There is a road in Fairbanks named after him, a utilitarian shortcut between box 
stores that I often drive on my way to buy construction supplies. Every time I drive the 
road I think of the homestead on the Colville Delta, both out of nostalgia for a now long- 
ago adventure and out of a chagrined comparison to my own decaying homestead in 
Fairbanks, a recognition of my mediocre jill-of-all-trades skills.
Our cabin on the Colville Delta had occasional electricity from a generator and a 
honey bucket toilet. The bucket was lined with a plastic bag in which we poured a little 
Pine Sol. When it came time to change out the bucket, we tied up the bag, carted the 
bucket down the boardwalk, and exchanged it for an empty one. These were conditions to 
which I was accustomed, having spent many summers at field camps with no electricity 
or plumbing. They were conditions that I once romanticized—in college I studied in 
Nepal, and when assigned a photo essay I chose the subject of outhouses. I crept through
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backyards in rural Nepal snapping shots of spiders or the water jug left outside en lieu of 
toilet paper. Looking back, I recognize what my classmates must easily have seen—that I 
romanticized a feature of life that people have been happy to discard. No wonder I ended 
up living in Fairbanks without indoor plumbing.
Like most Americans, I grew up with plumbing, but I have now lived without for 
eighteen years. I haul water in five-gallon jugs. I shower in town or take bucket baths. I 
visit my outhouse or pee in my yard. In summer, I haul water from my creek for dishes 
and bathing. In winter, I melt snow on my wood stove. When I visit my family in the 
Lower 48, they remind me to flush the toilet, as if  I’ve gone feral. During a family 
reunion in California, I told my five-year-old niece that she could pee in the yard. “Don't 
pee in the yard, Auntie Amy!” Lucy squealed. The next day, as we drove our rental car 
past the expensive houses in downtown Sonoma, Lucy suddenly reprimanded me: 
“Nobody pees in the yard, Auntie Amy!”
When a college friend visited, she commented, “I don’t think I would want to live 
without plumbing. It’s a lot of work.” “I can’t afford plumbing,” I replied. “It’s not a 
choice.” This is both true and not true. “You choose to live this way,” my mother is 
always saying, and by and large she’s right. My choices, however, feel like they were 
made long ago—the decision to move to Alaska, to live without running water, to embark 
on a life that doesn’t earn much money. Sometimes it feels like my choices have led me 
to the point where I cannot change my mind. Growing up, plumbing was not only within 
reach, but expected. Now it’s not.
I never thought I regretted these choices, but I have recently begun to wonder if I 
do. For example, I suffer occasional bouts of what I call faucet lust. When watching a
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movie, faucets in the background distract me. They gleam and gush water. I find them 
more interesting than the dialogue or action. The young romantic in me saw outhouses as 
an adventure, an exotic and temporary lifestyle game. I did not understand, not really, 
how each choice also brings with it a limitation. Those gleaming faucets in the 
background exist elsewhere, out of my reach.
When I first moved to Alaska, a neighbor warned me that Alaska has ruined more 
lives than any other state. What she meant was that people like me, who grew up with a 
white collar middle class model of how to make a living, suddenly become kayak rangers 
or fish counters instead of using our degrees. My neighbor’s comment, made so many 
years ago, has come to feel more apropos to my life. I am not where I am supposed to be 
in life based on my middle class upbringing, opportunities, and grades.
Several years ago I visited my sister’s campus. She had to work, so I took the 
opportunity to roam. I had never been on an elite campus, the kind of school that costs 
$60,000 a year and accepts only the best students. I felt jealous of the students, who 
bustled around with a youthful confidence. I had been like that once.
I had quit my job a year before. It had been an excellent job, full-time with a state 
agency. My sister recently told me that she had been horrified when I had done so, 
especially since I did not have any other job in mind. I had spent the year doing odd jobs 
and writing, and that fall I paid $1000 to study the Central Alaskan Yup’ik Eskimo 
language at the university in Fairbanks. I also took a class with a Native elder in which he 
told us to go capture porcupines for survival. The classes were not practical choices, but 
these are the kinds of decisions I have routinely made.
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As I near middle age and many of my peers have established jobs and families 
and homes with running water, I wonder if I made a mistake, if  my carpe diem follow 
your bliss lifestyle was a dead end. My sister recently told me that I worry about 
expectations more than most people. This surprised me because I thought I worried less. 
How else would I have led a life so different from anyone I knew growing up? True, I 
find myself anxious these days, and I can see why my sister came to this conclusion.
“You seem concerned that your choices are atypical,” my sister said. “Don’t dismiss your 
choices. They are different and have their own beauty, and that is partly why they are 
interesting.” I found myself unexpectedly annoyed by my sister’s supportive words. I was 
disturbed by the idea that she felt I needed such advice. W asn’t it obvious that beneath 
my doubts I felt fiercely proud?
Most of what appeals to me horrifies my sister. When I asked her if  there were 
any aspects of my jobs that she envied, she replied, “I hate the idea of temporary jobs, I 
like expensive hotels, I do not want to be the person collecting the data, I do not want to 
travel in little planes. I would hate living in the field.” Later she messaged me, “I just 
thought of something I envy about your jobs! You can put them aside. No way could I go 
take a trip for two weeks or longer and not deal with work!”
Years ago, when my sister went on the job market seeking work as a professor, 
one university showed her a video that heralded professors who owned yachts. Another 
university drove her past a cemetery and told her that she could be buried there. In 
contrast, my prospective employers lured me with offers of a sauna at field camp. 
Eventually my sister was hired—more than a year before her start date. I applied for jobs
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that began within weeks and lasted for months. Once my sister was hired, the university 
sent her swatches in the mail so she could order furniture for her lab, including fabric 
samples for chairs and laminates for desktops. My employers bought me rubber boots.
I heard about the swatches while I was in a village in southwestern Alaska, well 
off the road system. I was working for the state government conducting salmon harvest 
surveys in villages. That afternoon I had traveled from another village, where I had sat on 
my backpack by the edge of the dirt runway for an hour because the plane was late. When 
I arrived in the next village, the plane agent gave me a ride in the rain on her four 
wheeler. I perched on the back of the four wheeler, my legs off to one side, and I wore 
my big backpack because the cargo trailer was full. I held onto the rack as we zipped 
along a wooden boardwalk, which curved and dipped in a state of semi-disrepair, forcing 
me to concentrate on not pitching over backward because of the weight on my back. The 
agent dropped me off at the school, where I slept on the floor of a classroom on my 
camping mat because the town did not have other lodging. It was September, moose 
season, and when I went door-to-door I often walked past moose heads and other animal 
parts in the entries. Women sat on the floors of their living rooms, cutting up moose legs 
laid out on cardboard.
I would not have traded these glimpses of another world for all the luxuries 
promised to my sister. These glimpses, these moments, make up the rest of my salary. Of 
course I need money to pay the bills, to fix my house, but I do my best to keep my needs 
minimal so that I can seek out more intangible rewards. One reason I signed up for the 
whitefish job, for example, was because I wanted to see a polar bear in the wild. The 
cold, the fog, the pounding of the waves, the thousands and thousands of tiny slithering
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whitefish, months away from home—these were the price of admission, the cost of 
seeing a polar bear in the wild.
I arrived on the North Slope in August, when the seasonal melting of sea ice sends 
bears swimming toward land. Every day as we boated through white caps, I scanned the 
water hoping one of the white flashes would be the head of a bear. I did not see my first 
bear in the water, however, but when we were docked on Oooguruk Island. An air horn 
warning meant everyone had to rush inside, where we pressed against the windows trying 
to see the bear. Outside, a guard balanced in the bucket scoop of a loader, wielding a 
shotgun while the bear strolled over the sandbags that made up the island’s shore. At first 
the bear did not respond to the hazing guns, but eventually it gave up and started 
swimming again, looking for another landing. We were happy, but seeing a polar bear 
from inside a building is entirely different from seeing one with no buffer between you, 
especially when you watch through a tiny glass window in a thick metal door.
Several weeks later, after each day had become routine and I no longer scanned 
the whitecaps for bears, we arrived at our third net, where the water was too shallow to 
drive the boat. We killed the motor a quarter mile away. I hopped out with one of my co­
workers, and we slogged through the sea pulling the boat behind us. Finally the net 
appeared out of the fog, and then, about a hundred feet away on a tiny nearby island, we 
saw a polar bear and two cubs, all a grayish yellow color, their sniffing noses a solid 
black. The mother stood and inspected us, but she seemed too tired to be aggressive, or so 
we hoped. We did not want to leave without emptying our net, both to prevent a fish die­
off and to avoid the bears treating our nets like a buffet. We decided two of us would 
empty the net.
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Our attention was naturally divided between the bears and the nets. The mother 
knew we were there. She stood looking at us, her head slightly up as she sniffed the air, 
the two cubs tucked behind her. At the time I was not aware of all of her movements 
because I was busy emptying the net and could only steal glimpses. Our co-worker in the 
boat served as our eyes, to let us know if the bear was becoming aggressive and, with her 
camera, to capture the entirety of the scene. From the photos I can see, for example, that 
the mother had her mouth wide open in what appears to be a soundless roar, one cub 
sniffing the air and the other looking directly at us while the homestead looms large in the 
background, once again bigger than actual size because of the fata morgana illusion. We 
had no gun and because of the shallow water we could not use the boat to escape, so I do 
not know what we would have done if the mother had charged. It was that feeling of 
danger combined with chance and awe that made the moment so intoxicating. I do not 
know how long we were there—the net had to be untied, and we had to walk the length 
of the net washing the fish toward the opening—but the moment lasts longer in my 
memory than it did in real time, a memory mirage.
I could hear the continual clicking of our co-worker’s camera as I went about 
business that had become routine but this time wasn’t. The bears walked around the 
island, the mother looking our way. The metal rebar staking down our net reached almost 
to the shore of the island, the bears on the other side, the island barely fifty feet wide. The 
mother stared. The cubs stared. They all lay down. By the last photos, the mother is on 
her feet again and her head is lowered as she glares our way, as if  she is about to lunge. 
We turned our back to the bear, pulling the boat away. When we returned the next day, 
there were no bears, only tracks on the island.
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A Spy on the River
I packed my truck for my summer job in a tiny town along the Yukon River.
Bags of potting soil, flowerpots, a tray of starts: basil, tomato, zucchini, purple pansies. 
My joy, an orange daisy from the Transvaal. In the back, boxes of books, cinder blocks 
and boards to make bookcases, a desktop computer, my fishing pole, a yoga mat, and a 
cooler filled with feta cheese, bok choy, and cookie dough ice cream.
Early June on the dirt highway with nothing to think about, only one hundred 
sixty miles of open country leading to the river. The radio ran a story about paintball 
attacks on Alaska Natives in Anchorage until the reception ran out. The country became 
wilder. I passed the gate that blocks the road to the pass in winter storms. Bare hillside 
soil sagged in patterns of upside-down semi-circles, suggesting permafrost. The country 
could not grow trees. No one lived there. Snow blew sideways as I drove into clouds, 
down to second gear. At the top of the pass, I stopped by a windowless emergency 
shelter, a structure so grim that it hinted at the dire weather that would force a person to 
seek refuge there.
Dust caked my pillow and dishes, and I felt like a dirt road amateur for not having 
considered that possibility. Flowerpots had tipped onto zucchinis, snapping stems. The 
ice cream felt soft but salvageable, so I grabbed snow for the cooler. Then I descended 
into the trees and onto the flat road leading to the river, swerving around potholes.
I had been to the town once before. My friends and I had piled out of the truck, 
glad to stretch our legs, and run onto the ice. I felt I knew what the town would be like. 
About a hundred people lived there. There were two stores, a bar, a post office, a 
Washateria, a dirt airstrip, and a dirt parking lot by the river that doubled as a
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campground and boat launch. W e’d snapped a photo of a wooden bear outside a store and 
gone back the way we came.
I’d been promised a small house by the river. I would wait for river travelers and 
ask them about the military planes that flew war games over the river several times a 
summer. My main responsibility was to wait and watch. Meanwhile, I could read, write, 
and garden. I had always wanted a house in a small town by a river.
I found my house next to the bar and across the dirt road from the river. I had an 
outhouse painted with cow patterns and a pink udder. The house had one room divider, 
which sectioned off my bedroom. The living room was separated from the kitchen by the 
counter. Like my cabin back home, the house was dry. A pipe drained from the sink into 
the yard rather than a slopbucket, and I felt thrilled by this luxury. Brown shag carpet 
covered the floors and mosquito kills already smeared the white walls, a clue of the 
hatches to come. I had a couch, a round table, and a bed. I hauled in the cinder blocks and 
boards and arranged my books.
There was no fridge or freezer, so I walked to the store, which was operated by 
the Tribal Council, who also rented my house. Inside, fiddle music blared as a crew 
cleaned. “Inspection tomorrow,” a smiling lady at the counter explained. She could not 
promise when my fridge might arrive. “You can put your stuff in there,” she said, 
pointing to the store freezer, so I stowed my ice cream with the items for sale. The lady 
told me I would want quarters for the Washateria, where I could shower or do laundry. 
She said to wash my hair in the sink, so two dollars would do.
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The next morning, a cold and blustery Sunday, I set out for a walk. The streets 
were dead quiet. Giant ice chunks, fresh from breakup, lined the banks. I guessed it 
would be a while until the river travelers came. I took a side road along the river. I passed 
four cabins and two dog yards, and all the dogs started barking. In the woods behind the 
cabins were dogs chained to doghouses. A ghost dog emerged from the trees, white and 
grey with yellow eyes that looked up and through me. I watched as a boy jumped a ramp 
on his bike, and then I saw a smaller boy on the ground next to the jump. “The jump isn’t 
long enough,” the older boy explained, so he put his brother there to make it harder.
Their mother was a middle-aged woman named Pam with greasy hair, grey sweat 
pants and a dirty t-shirt. She invited me in for her coffee. Her mother sat in the corner, an 
old lady as still as a statue. She had broken her hip that winter, Pam said, and her 
daughter had died when she went to get water and fell through the ice. When she learned 
I would be in town all summer, she warned me about men. “Watch out! Don’t get too 
friendly or they’ll come knocking on your windows. Don’t let them in to drink with you. 
Give them an opening....” She shook her head.
A young woman my age added, “The good ones are already taken.”
After a while, I left and walked back to town and past my house and found myself 
in a field with cabins and yards filled with dead snowmachines, junk cars, boats, barrels, 
and other odds and ends. Later I watched the occasional tourist amble by, sometimes 
taking a quick photo, oftentimes not. When people asked me what there was to see in 
town, I didn’t mention the field because there was little to do but stare, and that felt rude. 
But those first nights, I took photos. I saw something in that field. Maybe I was
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romanticizing junk because it was found in combinations other than I was accustomed to 
seeing. Maybe I felt I had arrived somewhere unlike anywhere I had been before.
I ran into a drunk guy named Johnny who showed me his junk car collection. 
“That one hit three moose! That one had a head on and hit a moose. Driving home in the 
winter, your stuff all in the back, and then, boom, out of nowhere!” He offered me a beer, 
which I declined. I wished I liked beer because I felt bad declining the hospitality. I 
didn’t know what to make of his stories though. It seemed like he hit a lot of moose. I had 
barely started walking again when another guy waved me over and offered me a beer.
I felt conspicuous. Another guy came out of another house and offered me a beer. 
He mumbled, “Planes won’t fly over here because they’ll be observed.” That was the end 
of my pictures for the evening. As I retreated to my house, I imagined being 
denounced— a spy!
Near my home, I ran into Pam again. “I’m looking for JR,” she said, as if  I knew 
who that was. “Supposed to bring water to the house. Supposed to do it two days ago. 
Gotta get him before he starts drinking. Those boys drink twenty four-seven.”
We neared my house. Four men, eyes glazed and reeking of beer, loitered in the 
street, drinking Milwaukee Blue. They looked to be in their thirties.
“I was trying to get you before you was busy,” Pam snapped to a man wearing 
faded black jeans that revealed a spreading potbelly, a black t-shirt, and sunglasses, 
despite the overcast skies.
“I’m already busy,” JR laughed.
“W ho’s this?” one of the other guys asked, raising his beer can in my direction.
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“This is Amy,” Pam said. “She’s here for the summer, doing a study on those 
military planes that fly around here.”
“All summer, eh?” another guy said. “You’ll be bored. My name’s Ricky.” Ricky 
looked to about forty, his eyes glassy from the beer and his face weathered, but otherwise 
he looked young with a lean body in black jeans and black t-shirt and long black hair. He 
introduced the two other men as his brothers, Lee and Darrell. He said they were all the 
chief’s sons.
Pam snapped, “You have that water there by tonight, or I’ll come back and slap 
you. I ’ve got to give my mom a bath.”
“Ah,” Ricky said, “Just take her to the Washeteria and put a hose to her.” 
“Tonight,” Pam warned. “Or I’ll come get you.” We walked away and Pam said 
to me, “Those boys are no good. Always drinking.”
My fourth day in town, planting day. I started with the flowerpots for my front 
steps. I laid these out on my front lawn, along with the potting soil, my seeds, and the 
starter plants. With no pressing responsibilities, I took my time deciding what should go 
where.
A thin middle-aged man wandered up and introduced himself as Kenny. “I just 
couldn’t help myself anymore. Had to come see,” he said. Looking over my flowers and 
flowerpots, he added, “You’re out here in the wilds. It doesn’t seem like it would matter.” 
I felt embarrassed, but I had always dreamed of a house on the river with flowers. 
“You should be planting dope,” he said. He had planted some by the parking lot 
the previous year, but it only got six inches. I did not tell him that I do not smoke dope.
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As I stuck flowers in pots, Kenny told me he had grown up in town until he was 
ten. When he learned I came from Fairbanks, he reminisced about the town in the 
pipeline days, the easy money and how you could walk down Second Avenue and get 
propositioned twenty-five times by the prostitutes. “There were some beautiful women,” 
he sighed.
Kenny was not the only visitor. Anytime I was outside, people came to check me 
out. I learned faces, and then names, and I did my best to be friendly.
I was sitting on the steps when a drunk guy walked up and introduced himself. He 
kept shaking my hand and was about to kiss me before he nearly fell into my flowers. 
“You’re looking pretty pretty,” he said, adding, “I don’t grow plants. I ’m a baby maker!” 
He announced that he was waiting for the bar to open and bemoaned the fact that it was 
late in doing so. “This town has no planning!” he complained.
Jerry, an old man with a ball cap with a squirrel tail and beads hanging from the 
back, often stopped to say hello when I was out watering my plants. “A-Amy?” he asked, 
one afternoon, looking drunk. “Jerry?” I replied, hoping I got the name right. He smiled, 
“I will have to come shake your hand for that. For knowing.” When he took my hand, 
however, he did not let go, and I felt my friendliness fade.
Despite Pam’s warning, I hung out with Ricky and his brothers. I felt out-of-place 
around drinking and smoking, but I wanted to make friends.
Curious, I asked about the weed plants near the parking lot. Lee replied, “You 
want some?” Ricky started telling about the time when his grandmother sent him to pick 
cranberries by his uncle’s house. Earlier that year he’d thrown marijuana seeds down, and
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they had grown tall. “I told my uncle, ‘Forget the cranberries! This is better.’ Grandma 
was mad when I came back without cranberries.”
We looked out the window and saw their dad, the chief, walking toward the 
house, but then he turned and walked the other way. The boys laughed. “Turned right 
around, won’t even come here!” Ricky explained, “My dad’s a drinker. H e’s been 
drinking the last month. When he is trying to sober up he walks around.”
“Is this your first time with indigenous peoples?” Lee asked.
“No!” I said.
I asked them to tell me a story, and Ricky replied, “I think I must be born with 
stories. I will tell you a story about a stupid white guy.” He began a story about a tourist 
in a fifty thousand dollar boat who shot a moose and tied up to it, but the moose dragged 
the boat halfway across the island. “Must have taken twelve shots to kill that moose,” 
Ricky said. “Moose must have died of exhaustion.” The stupid white guy came around 
the bend in a canoe seeking help. Ricky and his relative went to look but decided not to 
help because the guy was too stupid. None of the natives would help, Ricky said. “It took 
him a month to get the boat out with a come-along.”
I did not like the story, so I asked for another. Ricky began, “This is a story about 
gooks.” One time some Japanese river travelers upset his uncle’s fish wheel. The wheel 
was out from the bank, attached by a cable. They hit the cable and flipped. Ricky 
pantomimed their fancy telephoto cameras and seemed to enjoy imagining their upset. 
Ricky laughed about them not speaking English. He laughed about laundry going around 
on the wheel. He laughed about how they counted up people and couldn’t find someone. I 
asked if that person was okay, but Ricky said his uncle didn’t help. He went home. Ricky
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laughed about this too. Ricky thought it was funny that the Japanese kept repeating, 
“Sorry. Sorry.” I did not like that story either.
Ricky’s ex-girlfriend Debra, a middle-aged woman with a bad black hair dye job, 
was in town visiting and sat on the sofa beading rabbit fur gloves for her twenty-one year 
old daughter. She seemed quiet, and very drunk. I had seen her before, when she weaved 
by on the road and said, “Hello, Amy.”
When Ricky told Debra to grab the shampoo and go to the Washeteria, Debra 
replied, “You just want to get rid of me so you can do things.”
Wary, I made my excuses to go home. Lee told me to come back that night, but I 
hedged my answer. Did the boys want company or did they expect sex?
Lee replied, “Does that mean yes or no?” It’s a maybe I said.
Ricky said, “We have harmony here.”
One day, a storm hit—gusts of wind and rainsqualls that lasted the whole day. By 
evening the storm eased, the sky a ferocious purple gray and at the same time golden. 
Sunbeams transformed dull green willows into a florescent green. A giant rainbow lit up 
the gray sky. I needed to be outside in the light.
I cut through the field, but by the missionary church the field became soggy. I 
beelined toward the nearest house, which happened to belong to the boys.
Debra was sitting on the steps, smoking and looking unhappy.
“Hello, Debra,” I said, “How are you?” To my ears I sounded very polite, almost 
like textbook English. I still felt brand new to town and nervous.
Debra stared and said, “Well, this is just what we need, you around here.”
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I couldn’t imagine what I had done to cause offense. Looking at Debra’s glazed 
eyes, though, I could see she was messed up. I struggled to find something neutral to say: 
“I was just cutting through. What did I do to you?”
“My daughter’s in the hospital, and now you’re here. We don’t need you here.” 
“I’m sorry your daughter is in the hospital,” I answered.
“Go on,” she replied, nodding toward the door. “Go visit the boys. Fuck them all. 
That’s all they talk about.”
I felt shaken. Eager to be away, I said, “Sorry about your daughter.” Then I 
retreated to my house.
Later I was curled up on the couch in the flurry of finishing Nikos Kazantzakis’ 
Last Temptation o f  Christ when I heard a gunshot and a yellow truck drove by, creaking 
wildly through the potholes. “Hi, Amy!” I heard Ricky yell.
I peered out the window, watching for river travelers. The breakup ice melted. 
The seeds were up in the garden, except the lettuce and beans and the carrots were 
unexpectedly slow. Cliff swallows nested outside my window, and their song and 
swooping kept me company. Construction of a hotel began across the road. Ricky often 
walked drunk down the road.
When I wasn’t in the house, I sat at a picnic table in the parking lot next to the 
river. I met a lady from a downstream village. She told me that locals call the river 
travelers drifters. She said she grew up going to fish camp, and her family used to invite 
them to share the meal. I wished I could be a drifter, camping on the river instead of 
surrounded by Milwaukee Best in the parking lot.
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When the first river traveler arrived, I hurried to the parking lot, afraid the 
canoeist would be quick to continue. I forgot my bug dope. I set my tape recorder on the 
picnic table and asked my questions while my hands moved continuously up and down 
my arms to shoo mosquitoes but by the time I returned home I had a hundred bites.
After that the drifters began arriving almost every day. Three Germans and two 
Japanese shared the parking lot and a twelve pack of Milwaukee Best. The Japanese had 
not brought bug dope, but the Germans had bailed them out along the river. One of the 
Japanese pointed to the bug spray and said, “Good stuff.” One of the Germans shook his 
head. “Did you see his face? All bites.”
I spent more and more time in the parking lot. I met Holger, a German who spoke 
limited English, and his paddling partner, a Canadian named Cheryl, who had met Holger 
in Canada and joined him on a whim. She described Holger as a real woodsman, who 
loves rivers, really into rivers, etc. When I talked to Holger, he told me he was a plumber 
and this was his first river trip, other than two days on a river in Spain.
I admired the bravado of the foreign paddlers, drawn by the allure of the river but 
who seemed, by and large, to have less paddling experience than Alaskan paddlers. I met 
an Israeli, for example, who had hitchhiked up to Inuvik in the Canadian Arctic, but the 
truck flipped. The driver was so frightened that the Israeli drove back until Dawson, at 
which point the Israeli decided to canoe the Yukon.
“You could never do this in the Netherlands,” a Dutch paddler told me. “You 
would need a permit, and then the river would only be one day long.” How amazing, 
most agreed, that you could drop in a canoe without permission and paddle for months.
41
A German man in his sixties said he’d traveled through northern Canada, Ontario, 
and all these little towns were the same: a cafe, gas station, store, liquor store/bar, and 
that’s it. Another German man said, “Americans are so cynical about their Natives.”
By mid-June, all the seeds had sprouted. A dog ran through the garden, causing 
me panic. I started reading Olesha’s Envy. Mosquitoes swarmed inside the house. I 
slaughtered them all day, amassing a corpse pile by the couch. Norman came by and 
mowed the lawn, leaving the lawnmower parked by my house for days. He knocked on 
the door and asked for water, which I gave him. Then he wanted a glass to mix his 
whisky and water.
Another time I heard a knock on my door and opened it to find Ricky and a boy of 
about four. Ricky introduced him as Devon and then invited me to dinner. He zoomed in 
on my shirt. “Crabb’s Corner,” he read, reaching right out to touch the lettering by my 
bosom. I knocked his hand away and told him I had to go to the parking lot.
On the summer solstice, the town held a party on the lawn between my house and 
the bar. When he saw me at the Washateria that morning, JR had asked, “Are you a good 
dancer?”
“No, I ’m terrible,” I replied, meaning that I don’t dance at all.
“Oh, that’s okay,” JR replied. “So are we. We won’t even notice, we’ll all be 
drinking.”
Most of the people from town were there. The tribal administrator sang with a 
band on a temporary stage. About twenty people danced and staggered around on the 
grass before the band. The rest of us hung out by the food or sat at the picnic tables.
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Norman the lawn mower came up to me, already drunk, and launched into a line, 
“The only drugs I do are buds, which I have growing at my house.” Norman put on bug 
spray, spraying it over the fly of his pants, and kept talking to me about dancing and lawn 
mowing and how he will need to mow again, although truthfully I could barely tell that 
he mowed the first time because he missed so many patches.
In between songs, the DJ regulated the dance floor groping. “Let her go! Let that 
girl go.” And later, “W e’ll stop if there’s fighting.” “Watch out for that hole back there; 
don’t go past those blue streamers.” When a man drove off with a shirt dragging out the 
door, everyone laughed, but when the DJ commented, the guy just drove faster.
I sat at a picnic table chatting with Ricky, who told me about joining the military 
and how he drifted back to town. “I go where the wind takes me,” Ricky said, calling 
himself independent. He left home at fourteen to go to Fairbanks. He got his aunt to lie 
for him and say he was eighteen. He got his own apartment and worked as a janitor and 
lived hard for a year before going home. Later he returned to Fairbanks and one day he 
was in the mall with a bottle of Jack Daniels and saw an army recruitment poster. “Why 
not?” he thought. He got in and went to Germany and Panama.
“What was your favorite place?” I asked.
“Sheesh, gosh, I ’ve never been asked that before. Panama. This is terrible, but I 
think it’s because it’s the only place I saw action.” He said they would bomb areas to 
wipe out insurgents and then count the bodies.
After the army he had $23,000 and floated around the United States traveling by 
Greyhound. “I go where the wind takes me,” he said. He kept repeating the word 
“independent.”
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“I like talking to you,” he added.
“I like talking to you too,” I replied.
“And I like the way people look at me when I am talking to you.”
Actually, I did not know how I felt about talking to Ricky. He was the easiest to 
talk to but maybe it was only because he thought I might be a possibility for sex. He 
never asked me about myself.
Later Lee came up to me and said, “Don’t get taken in by too much bullshit.”
When I saw Ricky again, he laughed, “What I said earlier got you thinking, huh?” 
I did not know to which comment he was referring.
A travelling religious band on a tour of river villages set up camp in the parking 
lot. When I asked their denomination, one of their singers, Gary, said, “Oh, we’re all over 
the place. We all love Jesus.” Gary hadn’t sworn or had a drink since leaving a fire crew 
eight years earlier.
“That’s impressive,” Ricky said. A few minutes later Ricky walked away 
chanting, “Praise the Lord! Open the bar!”
Gary sighed and said there were only four people at the morning mass. H e’d spent 
the night near Ricky’s cabin and heard the guys up drinking and drinking again in the 
morning. I nodded; I ’d seen the boys headed to the store for a resupply.
Paul joined us, a quiet middle-aged man who I did not see often because he stayed 
in his cabin by the river. Paul said he also woke up one day and decided he would drink 
no more. H e’d spent a year in jail, used to be a drinker. He told me he doesn’t preach to
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the boys, he used to be where they are, but he does what he can. He won’t buy them 
liquor. “They need to do it for themselves, to decide themselves.”
I told Paul I thought Ricky was an independent soul. “He is a follower,” Paul 
replied. “He will always be a follower.” I liked to think of Ricky as a cowboy, a drifter.
We watched four-year-old Devon playing by the river. Paul said his dad was in 
jail. “He will grow up drinking,” Paul said because it is all he sees.
The band members included an eighty-nine-year-old elder from an interior village 
who had become a preacher. He explained how he put holy water in a plastic bottle and 
sent it down the Yukon. He told me to tell people that if  they see it they should put it 
back, to see how far it goes. He also broke sticks and threw them in the water, one each 
for alcohol and drugs and pornography and adultery.
The north side of the sky had turned dark grey, a storm brewing. We saw it 
coming closer, and I knew we would be drenched. That is how it always happened. But 
the elder mumbled some words and told us the cloud would go away. I did not believe 
that would happen, but the cloud moved around us and we stayed in the parking lot.
Even though the town had fewer than one hundred residents, there were two 
stores, one run by the Tribal Council and one by a white guy named Dick. One day Dick 
called to let me know I had customers in the parking lot. I wondered how he knew my 
number, but he laughed and said he was in charge of the phone lines.
Not long after, I was headed to Fairbanks and picked up the tribal administrator, 
who’d left an hour behind me, zoomed ahead, and then suffered two flat tires. He was 
headed to town to file a lawsuit against Dick, who also owned the local utility company.
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Bill told me that the lines had been funded by government grants and it was a mystery 
how the lines ended up in Dick’s hands. “You may have noticed that there is some 
animosity,” Bill said.
Bill had big plans for the town, beginning with the new hotel. He told me about 
the locals who no longer live in town. They were the mystery people, those who must 
return in order to bring the town back to life.
Generators hummed around town. A new sign appeared on the door of the Tribal 
Council store: Store will close at six due to power outage. The store clerk sighed, “Yeah 
it will be like that as long as we are suing that guy.”
Dick escalated his battle with the Tribal Council. In response to the lawsuit over 
the powerlines, Dick turned off the town’s phones. I started overhearing comments 
around town: “The guy has got to be an idiot.” Bill warned me that the whole village was 
down. Lee asked me, “Are you consorting with the enemy?” Generators continued to 
hum around town. I tried the cafe again and there was a new sign: Cafe closing early due 
to power outage. One night someone took heavy equipment to the road, digging a wide 
trench to block traffic.
On July 3, the town geared up for another holiday. Everyone seemed excited, but 
I felt dread because I imagined there would only be more drinking. I spent the day 
reading David Copperfield and cooking Chinese dumplings. In the evening, I heard 
firecrackers and wandered down to the parking lot. Ricky was sitting at the picnic table 
hitting on a middle aged drunk woman. “Wanna come to my place later?” Ricky asked.
“What, snort?” she replied.
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“We can do that,” Ricky replied. A firecracker threatened to land on two 
Wisconsin boys, although a small red parachute appeared at the last moment. Ricky 
yelled over a joking comment about invasions and everyone laughed.
As I walked home, Lee asked, “Why are you always leaving?”
I holed up in my house reading Primo Levi’s Survival in Auschwitz. The bar 
bathroom was broken so I watched through the window as patrons walked past my 
garden to my outhouse. They had better not step in my peas, I thought. They had better 
not use all my toilet paper.
Around midnight, I looked out the window to see a car zoom backward into the 
construction pit across from the bar. I gasped and then crouched down, the reaction of 
someone who watches instead of helping. It was an old white car with a brown roof, 
which belonged to an older white guy who lived in a shack near the Washeteria. Since 
this happened across from the bar, people began wandering out to investigate. Nobody 
seemed in a hurry. I saw Lee come out and stand by the upended headlights, testing the 
car for stability. Eventually the old man emerged, drunk as expected. He put his arm 
around Ricky and Lee. They laughed as they walked toward old guy’s house.
Baby swallows chirped constantly outside my window. Flowers bloomed on the 
snow peas. I read The Possessed by Fyodor Dostoevsky. Heavy equipment drove in and 
out of the hotel pit flattening the dirt. I began to give up on the idea of making friends. 
Without beer or drugs, there seemed no common ground. I spent more time in the house 
and watched with binoculars through the windows to see if drifters had arrived. As I left 
the house less, people began knocking on my door. Ricky often stopped by, begging for
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beer money. He’d been working at the incinerator by the dump and said it was too hot to 
be without beer. One night, Ricky knocked on my door at two-thirty in the morning until 
I sent him away.
My door did not lock so I kept a board jammed against the inside knob. Some 
nights I heard it turning.
One day a woman mentioned that Ricky was wondering how I got to the river so 
fast and thought I must be looking out my window with binoculars for the boats. I was 
worried—had people noticed me looking out my windows with binoculars, or were they 
just joking that I must do so? The idea of being caught spying was mortifying.
Another day I explained my job to a visitor and he seemed amused. “What, you 
sit and watch from the window all day like an old lady?”
In July a middle-aged man with a scruffy gray beard arrived in a skiff. He hoped 
to boat the entire river, but his motor had broken down. When I explained my survey, he 
snapped, “If you did this in China, you would be arrested for espionage.”
I explained that the study was being funded by the Air Force, but the man did not 
budge. “You tell me you are working for the government, but this smacks of spying.” 
Conceding that I would not get an interview, I returned to the house.
Boat parts did not arrive. The man, who eventually introduced himself as Dirk, 
did not leave the parking lot for a month. Although he opposed spying, Dirk loved gossip. 
His favorite targets included the hotel being built by the river. Who needs a twenty-three- 
room hotel in a town that has vacancies with the current three-bedroom trailer? From his 
spot near the parking lot, Dirk watched the comings and goings, such as the day when
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two tied-together boats tried to carry a new truck downriver. The boats flipped and 
everything was lost, leaving the guys to swim for shore.
Dirk proved good company as long as I didn’t ask about fighter jets. There is a 
fine line, perhaps, between espionage, research, gossip, and extended leisure, and we 
were both in the business of waiting, except he was camped on the river while I was 
ensconced in my house, chugging through Dostoevsky and Dickens.
For more than a month, Dirk held out hope that the boat parts were on their way, 
until one day near the end of August Dirk told me that he was throwing in the towel, 
bartering his remaining parts, and returning to Washington state. He knocked on my door 
to offer me rain gear and plastic water jugs. I shook his hand and told him that it had been 
a pleasure having him in the parking lot.
Dirk told me that I should write a story about the summer. This surprised me 
because writing struck me as closer to spying than the study, but it also pleased me 
because I wanted to write. I sat at the round table in the living room, tapping away at my 
computer. I had kept a journal, but what story should I tell? Over and over I gave up and 
curled up on the couch, reading a book.
I could not know that I would struggle for fifteen years with how to write about 
that summer. Or that a few years later I would read in the paper about how Ricky passed 
out drunk in the road and a friend’s snowmachine ran him over. Ricky had looked up 
right before the snowmachine ran over his face and killed him.
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In August, a clean-cut white guy dressed in khaki pants knocked on my door. He 
said he was the new teacher and he wanted to check out the house because he and his 
pregnant wife would be moving in the next day. The man clearly was not expecting any 
hassle, so I ran over to the tribal administrator who said, “Oh yes, there was a mistake, 
sorry, you will have to move out.” The house, the administrator explained, was the 
teacher’s house, and it should not have been rented for so long to my project. With only 
two weeks left in town, I did not want to move. When I put my foot down, the 
administrator repeated, sorry, but this is the way it is. I spent the evening in the parking 
lot explaining to everyone that I would not move. Everyone told me of course I would 
have to move because that is how it was in town.
Of course I had to move. I packed up my books and scrubbed the house. I gave 
the teacher my garden, as it didn’t seem mine when it was not my yard. I felt nostalgic for 
the outhouse, even though it was painted like a cow and shared with the bar. My new 
home was in a trailer. There was no room for my computer or books. My window was 
covered by a dirty dishtowel and overlooked the construction pit. To appease me, the 
administrator lent me an office in the Tribal Office and offered me free meals at the cafe, 
since I no longer had a kitchen. The first night I walked over for dinner, but the cafe was 
locked with a sign on the door: Closed, no staff. I ran over to the administrator who 
shrugged and said the cook had quit.
Two nights before I left town, a young Japanese man arrived, going by the 
English name Louis. Like several other young Japanese men who came down the river
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that summer, Louis followed the path of his hero, the acclaimed nature photographer 
Michio Hoshino who once lived in Fairbanks and later was fatally mauled by a bear 
in Kamchatka. Louis kept repeating, “I am in Alaska!” He’d spent the last night of his 
trip in his tent with all his food while a bear circled outside. In the morning his tent had 
bear-claw marks. “Ah, yes, I’m thinking very good! Adventure! I so scared!”
On my final night in town, I hung out in the parking lot. By seven o’clock, empty 
Milwaukee Best cans covered the picnic table.
“I wish you would stay,” Ricky told me.
“I want to build in a few years,” I replied.
“Here?”
“I dunno, maybe Fairbanks.”
“We could find you land here, maybe by the runway,” Ricky offered.
Louis popped open a Milwaukee Best and whispered to me, “The natives are so 
beautiful. They look like Japanese.” Ricky handed over his guitar, and Louis strummed 
gently and sang an Eagles song, his eyes closed. He didn’t seem to notice Ricky mocking 
him for his singing. Twice Ricky took the guitar, tuned it, and gave it back, and Louis 
promptly wrecked the tuning. Ricky smirked, “Must be a Chinese thing.”
“This is a good town,” Louis whispered.
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Yard Bears
1. Traffic on the Port Moller Airstrip Road
The plane circles the dirt airstrip. After taking off from King Salmon, w e’d flown 
the northern shore of the Alaska Peninsula, away from the mainland. When my boss 
offered me a job counting fish, he’d said, “I think this will be your kind of place.”
Out one window is the Bering Sea, sprinkled with fishing boats. Out the other, 
grass parallels the beach. A dirt road connects the airstrip to the cannery. The plane parks 
by a boarded up building with a rusting metal roof and a sign: WELCOME Port Moller 
Intl Airport. A faded windsock flaps from a pole. A battered Suburban backs up to the 
plane, and the pilot unloads cargo into the back. It is the end of May and snowing.
Already I feel at home.
The airstrip road is barely wide enough for a four wheeler. There are no signs, 
only tire tracks in the dark sand. The road funnels through grass, over dunes, and around 
corners. You cannot see around the next bend. Halfway between the airstrip and the 
cannery, there is a dump. There are no dumpsters. You throw your trash in the sand and 
once in a while the trash is burned down. The dump attracts bears.
One day a mama and four cubs are on the road. Our four wheeler pauses. One 
grizzly is on a knoll. Someone giggles. The four wheeler approaches a bend. I hear wind, 
the chugging of the four wheeler, more giggles. When the four wheeler finally rounds the 
bend, there are two more bears.
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Another day, six bears lounge in the grass. My co-workers stand on the 
fourwheeler taking photos. The biggest bear is thirty feet away. There are no buildings or 
cars for shelter, only bears and people on the airstrip road.
How to convey the giddy exhilaration of knowing a bear might be around the
bend?
2. The Fantasy of Constant Yard Bears in the Middle of Nowhere
Before you can count fish, you must build a weir. We arrive at Bear Lake, the 
installation crew. As the plane circles the dirt airstrip, I am thrilled by my new home. The 
lake is seven miles long and rimmed by snowy mountains, including a volcano. Our cabin 
is on the edge of a river that runs through grassy tundra to the Bering Sea.
I cannot imagine a more perfect landscape— except for the lodge. As much as I 
try not to see it, there it is, a cluster of ugly brown buildings blocking both our view of 
the lake and the feeling of being in the middle of nowhere. Even Phillip, who worked this 
cabin for seven years until he was promoted, edits the lodge out of his photos.
We zip ourselves into drysuits. Phillip explains what needs to be done. We will 
haul wooden tripods into the river, weighting them down with sandbags. The tripods 
form a fence and support metal weir panels, which will be held in place by more sand 
bags. Basically, there will be many sand bags. A boardwalk, consisting of boards nailed 
onto the tripod arms, will cross the river.
Phillip says that our crew motto is Brute Force and Ignorance. He urges us on 
with tales of a former fish counter named Boris, a legendary Russian beast who could 
toss around wooden tripods and sandbags as if  in a ballet. Phillip himself is a beast. He
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ignores pain. Occasionally he exerts himself so hard that his testicles swell to the size of 
grapefruits. Somehow this makes us want to carry more sandbags. This is the sort of 
country that makes me want to discover my own inner Boris. I become good at balancing 
on a boardwalk with a sandbag on each shoulder.
The cabin door displays a magazine drawing of a mountain man wearing a flannel 
shirt and blue jeans, his head yanked backwards by giant claws. Two grizzlies stand on 
their hind legs swatting at the terrified man. Phillip promises that Bear Lake has the most 
bears on the peninsula. It is no Kodiak, where you might squeeze seventeen into one 
photo, but you might manage eight.
Phillip tells us stories. One time a fish counter stared at the water, counting fish, 
while bears crossed the boardwalk behind him and the lodge men watched through the 
telescope in their bar. Another time, a fish counter noticed a bear at the end of the 
boardwalk and stepped backward, only to trip over a bear cub.
I cannot wait until the bears arrive. I have seen many bears, but I have never lived 
with constant yard bears. I want my own yard bear stories.
3. Anticipation
Fish counting is simple. Open a gate in the weir and stare at the water. Wait for 
dark pointed heads to appear. Except when I arrive at the beginning of June, most of the 
salmon have not arrived. My eyes glaze over from lack of fish until finally one bursts 
through in a zigzag. A fish head pokes through only to drift back.
Meanwhile, I explore the yard. At first, the grasses are brown and the flowers 
have not bloomed, but soon the Siberian Spring Beauties emerge. Dolly Varden swim in
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front of the weir and the birds begin to arrive: Bald eagles, Arctic terns, gulls, yellowlegs, 
widgeons. Two sandhill cranes leap and twirl in the yard, showing off their mating dance. 
I find baby swans in a puddle. A gray and white bird with a black eye bar peers at me 
through the window. His song sounds exactly like a rusty gate. The bird poses long 
enough that I make it halfway through the bird book. I suspect he is Mr. Page 143, a 
Wheatear from Siberia.
Swallows live in a row of birdhouses attached to the side of the cabin. They come 
and go at all hours. From what I can tell, they have a good life. They enjoy a porch railing 
for sunbathing and singing, bug eating, socializing, and even sex out of season.
An antennae pole rises twenty feet above the tundra, making it by far the tallest 
tree around. A robin believes it to be the long-lost perch, belting out Cheer-up. Cheer-up. 
Cheer-up. Cheerily, cheerily, cheerily.
My main companion is Gimpy, a red fox that hops on three legs. Then other foxes 
show up, also limping, and by that time Gimpy is healed. Gimpy has a multi-colored 
coat, primarily orange, with highlights of brown, blonde, and white. There is always 
some question about who will go which way when we meet in the yard. Within a week, 
she hunts voles in the grass while I do yard chores. I admire her acrobatic pounces.
One day I am on the weir waiting for fish and practicing meditative breathing. A 
mew gull lands on my head. He thinks I am a post.
I feel like I am getting into the rhythm of Bear Lake.
Cheer-up. Cheer-up. Cheer-up. Cheerily, cheerily, cheerily.
Cheer-up. Cheer-up. Cheer-up. Cheerily, cheerily, cheerily.
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The robin sings for hours from the top of the antennae pole. Doesn’t it need to 
find food or a mate? I never thought I would say this about a bird song, but it’s annoying.
Gimpy trots by, the robin in her mouth. She heads for a patch of willow shrubs 
and begins digging. She’s been busy with winter food caches, burying her catches. The 
top of the antennae pole sits empty for days.
One day the baby swallows fledge, and when I go outside I am divebombed by 
territorial parents. I begin to carry a broom, to avoid a beak to the skull.
The grass has grown high enough that it is no longer easy to see who is in the 
yard. Dark salmon shadows gather in the river eddies. One morning I see fresh black scat 
and fish intestines on the path. That night, my gloves are ripped off the clothesline and 
chewed.
4. Night Thumps
I wake to loud crashing. My first thought is a bear, but then I realize the sound is 
coming from the roof. Is it being ripped off? The wind is howling, so that seems possible. 
I hear something shuffling on the roof. That doesn’t sound terrible, so I go back to sleep.
The next morning I burst out the door on the way to the outhouse and two large 
dark birds with white heads fly off the roof—bald eagles. The weather is socked in fog 
and drizzle. I can barely remember what the mountains look like because it’s been so 
long since I’ve been able to see beyond the river. White eagle waste is splattered over the 
roof and droppings and feathery fuzz coat the grass. Periodically the eagles fluff out their 
wings, as if  wishing them dry. Mostly I feel sympathetic, but then an eagle teeters on the
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chimney cap. It’s the end of June, and the lows are still in the thirties. I want the chimney 
to stay in one piece. I yell, but the eagles huddle on the roof for days.
I am in the sauna and get carried away with the steam, and suddenly I need to be 
in the cool air right now. When I burst outside, it takes me a moment to realize that a 
small light brown bear is frozen in the middle of the river, alarmed by my dash from the 
sauna. He looks so frightened that I feel guilty yelling, but he is too close to ignore. “Hey, 
bear!” I holler, and the bear plows through the water, hurrying downstream. A nice 
responsive bear, I think.
That night I wake to loud crashing. My co-worker is yelling. I clamber down from 
the loft. I finally understand that there is a bear in the entry, the entry that contains the 
fruit and vegetables. Not to mention that the entry is one door away from being inside the 
cabin.
I grab the gun. I pause by the door and hear heavy breathing. “Hey, bear!” I yell, 
as loud as my sleep-scruffy throat can muster. I hold the door shut with one hand and 
kick the metal door, trying to make as much racket as possible.
It is silent. I grab a flashlight and shine it outside the window, seeking the glint of 
bear eyes or a shadow. Nothing.
I open the door.
The entry is empty. On the porch I see bits of apples.
We blame it on the light brown bear and name him Apples.
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5. The Ingenious Naming of Bear Lake, Alaska
Fish pass through the gate in thick packs, countable only in groups of ten. More 
bears arrive. Every night, a mother and two cubs round the south side of the cabin, ten 
feet from the kitchen table, on their way to the river. One cub is bigger than the other, but 
both are roly-poly cute. I try to think of names, but in my mind they remain, “Mama and 
cubs.”
The next day Oranges shows up. He is huge, dark, and not frightened when I yell. 
I name him Oranges because he seems so different from Apples, and I decide that he is a 
Dominant Male.
Then Chip shows up, deep brown and gigantic, like all chocolate should be. Chip 
chases Oranges, and I watch through binoculars as the two become dots and disappear.
So Chip is dominant.
Until Buzz appears. Buzz has short brown fur, as if  crewcut. Buzz is one 
determined bear. He sets about chasing Oranges and Chip and gives me a nonchalant 
look, but when Mama arrives, Buzz flees.
The bears congregate at the river, where the fish are jumping. Each bear has its 
own fishing technique. One patrols upriver of the weir, another claims the prime spot 
downriver, where fish swarm in the shallows, waiting to be counted. Apples likes to belly 
flop off the boardwalk, but the fish are long gone by the time his looming shadow hits the 
water.
Eagles sit on shore eating salmon until a gull chases them. Apples, the smallest 
bear other than the cubs, is chased off the river again and again by Oranges, Buzz, and
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Chip, but then the bigger bears chase each other across the tundra. Apple hides in the 
grass and doubles back to fish.
I feel sheepish naming these bears, but I feel the need to distinguish them as 
individuals, to get them straight in my mind. These bears, after all, are not wildlife but 
neighbors. They leave me alone while I count fish, but after my evening count bears run 
to the river from all directions. I like to think they are waiting their turn.
6. Tips for a Relaxing Sauna
The sauna is by the river, a plywood shack with a bench and a wood stove. I go 
there in the evenings, when my fish counting is done. I start a fire and fetch two buckets 
of water from the river. I heat a kettle of water and add it to one of the buckets. This is for 
my bucket bath, which I finish as fast as I can, eager to steam. By now the sauna is warm 
and I cram the stove with wood, ready for an inferno. I put my shower bag outside 
because soon any fabric will be too hot to touch.
Throw a handful of water at the stove, and off I go. There is a hiss of steam and 
an immediate surge of heat. I lean back on the bench. A window looks out upon the river, 
an idyllic view—mountains, river, birds, jumping fish, bears—but soon the window fogs, 
and I am enclosed in the hot dim sauna. Sweat drips down my body, and I cool off by 
pouring river water over my head. When I need a break, I stand outside.
Rumor has it that the lodge men keep a telescope trained on the sauna deck. The 
lodge men deny this. They do, however, admit to watching us on the weir. They say this 
is so they can protect us against bears. To enjoy the sauna, it is best to forget about the 
lodge men. You cannot, however, forget about bears.
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One night I wash my hair and put my shower bag outside so I can crank up the 
heat. I am leaning against the wall, eyes closed, breathing deep, mind emptying, when I 
hear snuffling.
I open the door, and a bear is sniffing my shower bag, three feet away. I squeal 
and slam the door. Startled, the bear runs into the river.
Tips for a sauna: Bring drinking water and a bucket of cold river water. Do not 
stay too long, or you will have to walk back to the cabin in the dark, and you know whose 
yard it is after dark. Do not put your shower bag outside.
7. Shooting Other Creatures
One day I am walking back from the weir and see Buzz lumbering my way. I yell 
and send Buzz running toward the lodge. Then I notice the lodge guests out for a walk.
The next time I am at the lodge, the lodge men chide me for sending a bear 
charging toward their guests. I apologize for the neighborly faux pas.
The lodge bar is on the second floor, surrounded by glass windows that give a 
panoramic view as if from the pilothouse of a ship. The lodge men can see both the lake 
and our yard. Where there is not glass, there is a dead stuffed animal head, Alaskan or 
African, hanging from the rafters and walls.
“I like to shoot things,” a pretty young guest tells me. She travels the world to 
shoot animals and turn them into trophies, and I cannot understand this at all. I do not like 
to think about bear hunting season, which happens every other spring and fall.
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We keep an arsenal in our kitchen, the shelves filled with ammo. Slugs and rubber 
bullets are a last resort. More important are deterrents—you shoot near the bear, to spook 
it. I prefer cracker shells, which explode with a loud flash. Next in line would be the 
birdshot; when shot from a distance, it stings but does not hurt. Don’t shoot from too 
close, our boss warns: a co-worker accidentally killed a porch bear. Don’t shoot when the 
bear is looking at you, or you could blind it. You cannot shoot every bear, even with 
deterrents. You must make peace with the idea of constant bears.
I rarely carry a gun. Instead, I stash seal bombs in my pocket, mini-firecrackers 
that are thrown, not shot. Seal bomb throwing is addictive— our boss reminds us that they 
are not toys because we go through so many. Just make sure that you don’t throw the seal 
bomb over the bear’s head, which can send the bear running back toward you. Less 
glamorous are rocks, although they make a satisfying zing when hurled against the metal 
weir. It begins to feel normal to bluff charge the bear (turnabout is fair play).
From my bed, I listen to bears. There is splashing as bears jump off the weir into 
the water. There is clanging as bears crash into weir panels. They treat the weir like a 
jungle gym. Should I chase them away? Will it do any good? Sometimes when I go out 
for the morning count, I discover that the bears have dismantled the weir. Panels are 
sideways or in the river, and the fish have escaped. This had better not happen often, or 
the fish counts will be useless. We add sand bags and connect panels to each other with 
zip ties, a gamble that means the bears will either make a really big hole or no hole at all. 
All night, every night, I hear them.
I rotate cabins. My new co-worker grew up spray painting magpies. He does not 
like bears. “They eat their young,” he claims. He takes it personally when bears clamber
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on his weir. All night long he runs out of the cabin screaming, shooting deterrents, and 
throwing seal bombs. The bears come right back and we get little sleep, but the weir is 
intact.
I rotate cabins again. A new grizzly visits. He is not budged with seal bombs. The 
bear is not doing damage, but neither is it doing what I want. One afternoon I shoot it in 
the backside with birdshot. It is the first time I have shot directly at a bear. The bear 
jumps and glares before limping off.
“Why did you do that?” my new co-worker asks.
I wonder if I shot because I wanted to see if I could hit a bear. I wonder if yard 
bears had begun to feel like a game.
8. Feed the Wildlife and Other Nature Rule Violations
We zoom down the beach on our four wheeler. I ’m at my favorite cabin, far from 
lodges or canneries. Other than dots of light from fishing boats, there is no one for miles. 
When we are not counting fish, we are beachcombing. My co-worker Jason grew up on 
this beach. His family long since moved away, but he returns each summer to count fish. 
Unlike everyone else, he never rotates cabins. This one is his.
An orange fox jogs along the tideline, highlighted by the sunset. Jason turns the 
four wheeler to pursue the fox, chasing it into the beach grass. “I like chasing animals,” 
he says. “It’s fun. And it’s good for them— exercise!”
Jason has a relationship with two foxes: Duke and Jill. Duke has a fine orange 
coat, while Jill is mangy. Jill trots up to the kitchen window and begs. She has kits near 
the outhouse and won’t stay long. Jason digs through the dessert box, our stash of Oreos,
62
Nutter Butters, and Snakwells. He only orders these for the fox; sometimes he also hands 
out salami. He dangles a Nutter Butter out the window, and the tension increases in Jill’s 
legs. Suddenly Duke is there, but mangy Jill hisses and kicks with her back feet.
“She likes Nutter Butters,” Jason explains. “Watch. She’ll eat a few and then 
she’ll start taking them home. She likes Oreos, too.” Sure enough, after eating several 
cookies, she caches a few in her mouth and trots back to the outhouse.
“What if Jill becomes too friendly and someone shoots her?” I ask.
“W ho’s going to shoot her? There’s no one around for fifty miles,” Jason shrugs. 
“Jill’s my neighbor, and she likes Nutter Butters.”
Soon I am sitting on the steps, holding out cookies for Jill. She hesitates, grabs the 
cookie from my hand, and returns to the outhouse to feed her babies junk food.
The fish pile up by the weir. Whenever I count, there is a bear. Sometimes the 
bear is sleeping, and I come and go before it wakes. Sometimes the bear is fishing, and if 
I yell, it grabs a fish and retreats. One time the bear wakes while I am counting and heads 
into the river. When I yell, the bear looks startled. It looks at me and then at the fish and 
back at me, and then grabs a fish and heads to the far shore.
This harmony is shattered by a grizzly that sleeps by our outhouse and refuses to 
move. He becomes such a pain that we name it Dick the Bear after my ex-boyfriend.
Dick is the first bear I chase with the four wheeler. I need to use the outhouse, but 
I wonder if I also chase Dick because of his namesake.
How to convey the thrill of powering a four wheeler through the beach grass, 
standing on the foot pads, Dick the Bear vanishing over the dunes?
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I never knew I would enjoy bear chasing. The bear chasing side of me only came 
out because of constant yard bears. I do not know whether this is good or bad. Jason 
treats bears like brothers, fair game for pranks but generally liked.
Soon I begin chasing bears on beachcombing trips. Jason rides behind me, urging 
me on. “Isn’t it fun?” he yells.
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Rogue Bulldozers 
What Happened in September 
I slept through the arrival of the bulldozer. I dreamt restlessly, but I did not wake 
up. Mid-morning, a neighbor knocked on my door. She caught me in my pajamas, curled 
up with a muffin and tea. She asked, “Are you having dirt work done?”
Outside, I saw a layer of my driveway had been scraped away. Already the 
surface had turned to mud in the drizzle. We found the bulldozer parked beneath a power 
line, bare feet resting on the dashboard. I wish I ’d left the bulldozer alone. I should have 
called the cops. But it did not occur to me.
“Excuse me!” I yelled, and a young man with acne appeared. He said nothing. 
Finally I whispered to my neighbor that she should run inside and call the cops. Stalling, I 
asked, “Why did you do this?”
“I was trying to help,” he replied, his words slow but not slurred.
“Help?”
“I don’t have a job, and I’ve been trying to do good turns for people, pulling 
weeds and stuff, but I guess I ’m not any good because I mess everything up.”
“I’m sure that’s not true, but you did mess up my driveway.”
“I guess I should be going.”
“No,” I said. “You’ve damaged my driveway. We need to talk.” I planted myself 
before the bulldozer to delay him until the cops arrived.
“I’m going,” he announced, fiddling with the controls. For a moment I thought the 
bulldozer would not start, but it did, and when he lifted the scoop I could not see his face. 
He was no longer a man but a bulldozer, lurching toward me. I wanted to stand my
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ground, but I did not dare. I jumped aside as the bulldozer flattened baby trees.
I ran home and found my neighbor on the phone. “The bulldozer is stolen!” she 
cried, handing me the phone. Dispatch told me not to follow, but I hopped into my truck 
and sped up my road.
I expected to see the bulldozer, but I did not. Instead, tracks veered onto a power 
line. I saw the trooper coming and flagged him down. Together we inspected the tracks.
The trooper said he would call, but he did not. I learned what happened from the 
paper. Police arrested the driver and charged him with felony theft of heavy equipment. 
Police suspected he was on heroin. He had stolen the bulldozer—actually a loader—from 
a construction site. A skid-steer also vanished. The paper called my driveway a trail and 
failed to mention any damage or that the bulldozer escaped me.
A week later, a windstorm ripped yellow leaves off the trees, concealing the 
damage. In October, I received a subpoena informing me I would be subject to arrest if  I 
did not testify before a grand jury. In November, the paper reported a plea agreement. 
The court never cancelled the subpoena. Case closed.
Except—I began to feel angry.
Take Two
I cross my arms, widen the stance of my legs. He starts the bulldozer. I shake my 
fist. The scoop lifts, and a dirt clump falls. His hand reaches for the gearshift. My hand 
cradles a small spruce, which oozes pitch. The tree and I will go down together. Above 
the scoop, the man’s face is blank except for a furrow down his forehead. When the 
bulldozer charges, I dive to the side and hear a crack as my spruce topples. The man does
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not look back. I get up and kick the splintered stump.
Turn the Other Cheek
“Why did you do this?” I ask the driver.
The man begins to cry. “I don’t have a job and I ’ve been trying to do good turns, 
pulling weeds and stuff, but I guess I ’m not any good at that either because I mess 
everything up.”
“That’s not true!” I protest. “You’re just at a low point.”
“Really?” the driver says. “You think so?”
“Absolutely,” I insist. “Just look at my driveway. It’s only been a few hours since 
you stole the bulldozer, and already you’ve moved a lot of dirt. You’re a natural.”
“Actually, this isn’t a bulldozer,” the man replies. “It’s a loader. I feel so 
misunderstood.”
I nod to acknowledge my mistake. I ask if he needs anything. He says tea and a 
muffin, to ease the heroin withdrawal.
After he repairs my driveway, we drive the loader back to the construction site. 
Along the way, the man tells me he also stole a skid-steer, and stashed it by another 
driveway. We pick it up, and it turns out I’m a natural at driving a skid-steer, even though 
I have no idea what it does, and together we make a convoy. At the construction site, the 
owner shakes our hands and tells us we are a heck of a team.
They Need Me To Step Up To The Plate
I hurry up the road. No bulldozer. Damn.
A trooper comes racing down, sirens blaring, a dust cloud behind him. He flashes
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his lights, waving me down.
“I’m looking for a bulldozer!” he screams. “Big! Yellow! On the lam!”
“H e’s escaped,” I reply. “But I ’ll help you.” I have no choice—the trooper doesn’t 
know the neighborhood; he can’t know the road is unconventional. I park my truck, hop 
into the patrol car.
The tracks veer onto the power line. I tap the dashboard. “What can this thing 
do?” I ask.
“Anything you need it to,” the cop answers.
“Okay then.” I point into the grass where a dirt path disappears into the woods. 
“Let’s go.”
Quick Thinking
My neighbor knocks on the door, says there is a bulldozer in my driveway. It 
crosses my mind that the bulldozer is lost, that he has appeared for a mistaken but pacific 
purpose.
I reject that thought. “There’s something wrong,” I tell my neighbor. “This 
bulldozer is rogue. I ’m calling the cops.”
Dispatch warns us to stay in the house. “M a’am, the bulldozer is stolen, and we 
suspect the driver may be on heroin.”
We huddle behind the couch while three cop cars converge in the yard. I hear the 
cops yell, “Get down! Get down!” When I look out the window, the cops pile upon the 
driver.
“Let’s see how you like the mud you created!” I shout. The driver turns my way,
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twisting in his handcuffs. He scowls as an officer shoves him into a car.
The next day I read an editorial in the paper. “The streets are safer today thanks to 
a quick-thinking citizen who noticed something was wrong and immediately called the 
cops. Through prompt action, we can all prevent rogue bulldozers.”
One Hand on the Gear Shift
Dawn, and I toss and turn, not waking up but I must have dreamed of the linemen 
again. It goes like this: I hear heavy footsteps on the porch, open the door, and two men 
stand there in blue jumpsuits and orange hardhats. Over their shoulders they carry 
chainsaws with extraordinary bars and gleaming metal teeth. We stare at each other, 
telling stories that need no words, until the linemen announce, in unison, “M a’am, we’re 
here to turn off your power. Repairs.”
“Really?” I mouth. “I was just about to call you ... I have a tree ... resting on my
line.”
The men swivel and stare across my yard, where a spruce tree splays on the 
electric line.
“Yes, you do!” the men agree. “W e’ll take care of that.”
“W ouldyou?” I reply.
At this point, the men are supposed to whisper, “It would be our greatest 
pleasure,” but although their mouths make the motions, I hear a growl. I wake up and see 
the bulldozer scraping my driveway. The driver wears a blue jumpsuit and orange 
hardhat, and when I gaze at him through the window, he beckons me. I do not know what 
he wants, but I go to him, through the grass and dirt, barefoot in my red silk pajamas. I
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stand at the base of the tires, which are taller than me. The man waves again, and I scale 
the outside of the bulldozer, clamber into the seat, and grab the long rod of the gearshift. 
His hand slips over mine and together we ease the dozer into the next gear and—
Okay, maybe not.
Bulldozers Run All Over
He doesn’t care. He’s not sorry. When I say he’s damaged my driveway, scraped 
it down to mud, he says the driveway was already muddy. I tell him to stay, but he says 
he will go. We need to talk, but he doesn’t want to talk. When he starts the dozer, there is 
no point in being a heroine, is there? Is that how I want to die, taken down by a bulldozer 
in my own driveway? The cops will be here soon.
Fuck the cops. The trooper will show up in his uniform, take over. He’ll answer 
my questions with terse words, or he won’t reply. He’ll treat me as if I ’m wearing 
pajamas! He only cares about the bulldozer. H e’ll ride over the driveway just like the 
others. He’ll call it a Right of Way.
Take That
A bulldozer destroys an apartment building; another smashes cop cars, one by 
one. One broke into our jail. If a bulldozer isn’t rogue yet, then it wants to be. I can see 
why. Destruction is a form of intoxication, another way to joy.
I leap into the cab of the dozer, muffin in my mouth and one hand on the frame 
while my leg swings around to catch the man on the jaw. His head jerks back. His eyes 
pop open. He didn’t think I could do that, but I swing my other leg around and don’t even
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look as the man falls out the other side. There is a thunk, a muted wail, but I won’t be 
distracted. I ’ll drive.
I grab the lever, lift the bucket. From up here I can see everything. I’m taller than 
the trees. I lift the bucket up and down, practicing. I might run over trees, leave my tracks 
everywhere. I don’t know where to start, but that won't stop me. I breathe in the diesel, 
hear the grinding of the engine, feel my pajamas sliding on the seat, absorb the bouncing 
of the tires as they trample baby trees. When I tire of trees, there will be driveways, one 
after another, all the way to the ocean. I grab a hardhat from the seat, throw my muffin 
out the cab, and shift to the highest gear.
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Floods and Fires
Last July, my creek flooded. In the ten years I ’d owned my home, this had never 
happened, and except for one spring breakup, it had never come close. Each spring, after 
a belch of meltwater, the creek dwindled to a trickle between high grassy banks. During 
the lowest waters, I felt embarrassed calling it a creek and wished I lived next to a 
genuine river. Occasionally the weather service issued a small stream advisory, but I 
never worried. It rained, the creek rose, and then everything returned to normal.
The morning of my flood, my friends Amy and Dave posted photos of a flood in 
their driveway; if you didn’t know there should be a driveway in the photo, you might 
imagine you were seeing a nature photo of a river backdropped by spruce. With her car 
stuck on the wrong side, Amy put on hip waders, tucked her skirt into her underwear, and 
waded through the water so she could get to work. “The current is incredible and I can't 
believe how much water is funneling down our driveway,” she posted when she reached 
her office. “It will be a challenge to walk back in.” One friend suggested that Amy be 
repatriated using a boat and a safety line connected to the cabin. “Or you come home 
with me,” the friend added. This comment generated a flurry of likes.
Amy and Dave and I all live in the woods by a creek on the outskirts of Fairbanks. 
In fact we live in the same drainage, although they live upstream. We are city dwellers 
whose properties feel rural because certain qualities of our homes prevent us from living 
the casually convenient American lifestyle. For example, we lack plumbing, Amy and 
Dave are off the grid, and our way home occasionally becomes impassable. One spring 
Dave and I paddled inflatable rafts down rapids in their driveway, bobbing between 
willow shrubs that quivered in the current. Afterwards we went out for dinner, and Dave
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took a photo of me posing in a knee-high black skirt and rubber boots while holding my 
boat and paddle aloft. For me, and perhaps for Amy and Dave, that flood was a joyful 
novelty. How often can you paddle a driveway?
The latest photo, however, suggested a more serious situation, one that would 
cause damage. “Do you need anything?” I wrote, never considering that I would soon be 
busy with my own flood. Amy and Dave’s creek had flooded before; mine had not.
My neighbor joined the conversation asking me, “Um, have you left your house 
today?” I had not, but evidently I should. I grabbed my camera and headed out. I found 
the first clue of an unprecedented event where a culvert goes beneath my driveway. 
Because I live at the bottom of a hill, runoff often trickles through the grass on the way to 
the creek. That morning, however, the culvert could not keep up and water ran on top of 
the driveway. The submerged area did not extend far, however, and I splashed back onto 
dry land. When I reached the road, I found a more disturbing situation. Runoff poured 
down the road, and in one spot whitewater ripples had formed. Still, the road water was 
all runoff from elsewhere; the creek itself was high but within its banks.
By afternoon, the flood at Amy and Dave’s house crested and subsided. A new 
photo revealed Dave walking the remnants of his driveway, still in chest waders and 
staring glumly down at exposed rock. You might imagine he is out fly fishing, except in 
the background there is a culvert that used to be buried.
“I’m going to bust ass tomorrow morning to see if I can get it passable to at least 
get our vehicle to the other side of it,” Dave wrote.
“Do you need help?” I asked.
“I wouldn’t say no. Touch base tomorrow?”
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“Sounds good!”
What amazes me now is that this exchange took place around six thirty, at which 
point water had been trickling into my yard for over two hours, grabbing my attention 
enough that I posted to Facebook, “Hello Goldstream Creek. Welcome to the yard.” 
Despite the evidence, I still did not worry about a flood.
“You are a lot farther down the watershed and have a half-dozen creeks the size 
of my creek draining into yours,” Dave pointed out. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed that it 
doesn’t get worse for you.”
“Worse case is probably a soggy yard,” I replied.
“Wave hello to the bits of our driveway!” Amy added.
I sit in an easy chair before the windows in the campus center coffee shop, a stack 
of my students’ homework before me. It’s mid-June, almost a year after the flood, and 
I ’m teaching college writing in a summer program for high schoolers from rural Alaska. 
They are the best students I’ve ever had, showing up early, participating in discussions, 
and doing their homework.
Every morning I am on my bike by six-thirty, chugging a mile up hill before 
hitting thirty miles per hour on a steep downhill. If there’s no traffic I zip through the stop 
sign at the bottom and coast toward campus. It’s a good way to start each day, the 
physical solitude of the ride followed by the friendly energy of my students. Then, 
however, comes the grading, a task I dread. I stare at the pile, wishing it would disappear 
before yielding to temptation and surfing the Internet.
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Following a low snow winter and a dry hot start to summer, fire season in Alaska 
is booming. This week two Alaskan fires have taken turns as the nation’s number one 
priority fire, first the Sockeye fire near Willow and then the Card Street Fire on the Kenai 
Peninsula. Even though the fires are hundreds of miles from Fairbanks and we don’t even 
have any smoke, I obsessively follow the news. I keep multiple windows open on my 
computer, including a twitter feed for #SockeyeFire and #CardStreetFire and Facebook, 
where I monitor community and state organizations who post updates and photos. I check 
websites of television stations and newspapers. I feel voyeuristic, but I cannot draw 
myself away. I hope that my obsession is an act of empathy, but probably it is virtual 
rubbernecking, a useless curiosity. Or maybe I am procrastinating on my grading.
In both cases, the fires started in the middle of the afternoon and exploded: 100 
200, 500, 1000, 2000, 4000, then 6500 acres by evening. While the numbers are 
terrifying, they don’t tell the entire story— consider that in 1994 four million acres burned 
in Alaska, including a half million acres outside of Fairbanks. In the summer, fires are 
always burning somewhere in Alaska, chewing away at ecosystems that evolved to burn. 
What makes this week’s fires so devastating is that they started in subdivisions and 
extreme conditions, including gusty winds, fueled explosive growth. One minute it is a 
normal Sunday afternoon; the next a few unlucky residents are living one of my 
nightmares, running for their lives and about to lose everything. Troopers knock on the 
door, ordering them out. Smoke obscures the extent and location of flames. The sound is 
deafening as the fire stirs up oxygen and creates its own winds. No time to pack. Flee.
When Leo Lashock, a captain with the Willow Fire Department, responded to the 
Sockeye Fire, he saw one hundred foot tall flames and vehicles emerging from the
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smoke. Lashock honked his horn, trying to expedite the evacuation, but not everyone was 
moving fast enough. One resident on a four-wheeler pushed it so close that Lashock 
feared the fire would overtake firefighters. “It was at the point where the next decision 
was to bail out,” Lashock said. “We would have lost some personnel.” Lashock lived 
nearby, but he had no time to rescue his belongings or his seventeen dogs. Instead, he 
called his neighbors, only saying, “It’s Leo. Get my dogs.” When Lashock looked toward 
his neighborhood, he saw a wall of orange smoke.
The day the flood began, I spent the afternoon filling water barrels in my garden, 
hauling two hundred gallons from the creek in five-gallon buckets. The heavy rain of the 
previous days had stopped. I felt bruises forming where the buckets bounced off my 
thighs, but despite the physicality of the job, I appreciated how easy the task was with the 
creek so high and felt glad to be outside in the green of summer. The view from the creek 
is why I bought the house—I love to admire my house tucked between trees and the 
winding creek. My mind felt relaxed by a defined task: fill water barrels. Every trip with 
the buckets took me through the garden, which had been struck by a hard frost in mid- 
June. Warmer weather plants had died and since then I ’d been snipping dead leaves from 
injured plants. I had feared the worst, but the garden recovered.
Around four o’clock in the afternoon, water began trickling into my yard through 
a low spot near my garden. I noticed that I was slogging through water that became 
deeper and more widespread. By the time I ’d filled the barrels, the path was under several 
inches of water. I stopped my chores and walked the property.
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I had imagined that the deepest water would be near the creek and the land 
paralleling the banks would flood first. The creek would become uniformly wider, an 
ever-larger version of itself: thirty feet wide, then forty, fifty, and so on. In this model, 
the creek would submerge land in a predictable pattern.
I began to learn that a flood is more complicated. First, the banks were not of 
uniform height. Even as water submerged the lowest places, elsewhere the bank remained 
above water. Once water breached the yard, it ran according to the topography. I saw that 
I needed to consider the low-lying spots within the yard and how those low spots 
connected. Higher sections of bank might become islands, with water filling in from the 
rear. The deepest and most extensive flooding was not necessarily nearest the creek.
In addition, not all water in the yard behaved the same; in some places water 
gathered in a sluggish obese puddle, while elsewhere it zipped with current, a new river. 
These new rivers formed because of another factor I had not considered: the circuitous 
nature of the creek. Whenever the flood hit a bend, the water went straight instead of 
staying within the bend, so that the flow in my yard depended on upstream geography. 
Four new rivers flowed through my yard, all from different directions. In the front yard, 
for example, water rushed from the woods and underneath my wood shed.
Having lived there for ten years, I believed myself familiar with the features of 
my property, but I suddenly realized that the transformation of my yard required a new 
and imaginative cartography as I tried to imagine where water would go.
When flames bear down on your yard, there is no doubt you must evacuate. For 
those further afield, there is less certainty. How far away is the fire and in which direction
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is it burning? How fast is the fire moving? What are the wind and weather conditions and 
are they likely to change? What about moisture levels? Are there barriers between you 
and the flames, such as roads? In the confusion and information void that is a fire, how is 
a homeowner to decide? You could play it safe, and err on the side of evacuation, but to 
save the most you must begin packing long before you know whether it is necessary.
As the Sockeye fire spread near Willow, Alaska’s unofficial dog mushing capital, 
mushers Facebooked and called each other, triggering a dog evacuation plan that had 
been amended at the previous Willow Dog Musher’s meeting in anticipation of a bad fire 
season. Mushers dashed to evacuate animals to designated locations and gradually the 
news filled with dramatic stories, such as the rescue of Iditarod musher Dee Dee 
Jonrowe’s dogs. When the fire broke out, Jonrowe was a forty-five minute drive from 
home, helping Iditarod champion Martin Buser entertain tourists at his kennel. They were 
almost done for the day when Buser’s wife, Kathy Chapoton, brought news of a wildfire 
near Jonrowe’s house, where her fifty-two dogs were chained in the yard. Jonrowe and 
Chapoton hopped in their dog trucks and sped north.
A few miles from Jonrowe’s house, they learned of the evacuation orders but kept 
driving. “The troopers may not have been very happy, but we had to go,” Jonrowe told 
KTUU television. “The concept of any animal burning is just almost too much to bear.” 
When they arrived, they encountered a wall of flames and thick smoke and barely had 
time to rescue the sled dogs. They had to leave behind nine chickens, as well as the cat 
Miss Kitty and a deaf dog named Python, neither of which could be coaxed from the 
house. Jonrowe left with only a passport (which she later realized was expired), some
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cash, and her checkbook. “Thirty-eight years of memories gone,” Jonrowe said. “They’re 
just things, but it breaks your heart to lose them.”
On the Kenai Peninsula, residents from the Kenai Keyes subdivision fled as a wall 
of flame roared through the trees. The subdivision backs up against the Kenai River, and 
homeowners pumped water from the river to hose off houses. Some residents keep boats 
docked by their houses, which enabled them to stay and fight the fire, the boats ready in 
case they needed to flee. One photo in particular haunts me: two boats motor up the river. 
One boat holds a young couple and their dogs, and a pet kennel near the bow suggests 
that the people are evacuees. No one is looking at the camera. Instead all eyes, human 
and dog, are on an orange wall advancing through trees half the size of the flames. There 
is a house in the path of the fire, a lovely log house on the river’s edge with gleaming 
glass windows. I imagine the homeowners sipping coffee in the morning or lounging on 
sofas, enjoying their view. Now, however, flames are about to consume the house from 
behind. I feared I was looking at a photo of people seeing their home for the last time.
I am astonished to learn that no additional homes burned. Thanks to residents and 
firefighters, the fire stopped at the edge of the neighborhood. “It’s a miracle. They 
stopped the fire right at the newspaper box,” homeowner Bill Bailey told the Alaska 
Dispatch. Jacquie Turpin’s house not only survived, but the lawn and garden were still 
green. “It was such a shock to come in this morning and see it all here,” Turpin 
said. “When we left last night it was roaring down toward the last house and we could see 
the flames. This thing was a living monster.”
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The yard was filling quickly, and the low land between garden and driveway was 
knee deep. I did not know what to do. My yard was not ready for a flood; things were 
scattered everywhere. My yard has multiple outbuildings: a shed; a garage with no sides, 
which serves as a storage area for lumber, including boards from an old barn I had 
bought; a collapsed root cellar; an additional shed where I store gardening supplies; two 
wood sheds; an outhouse. There were yard piles, under-the-house piles, and beside-the- 
outbuilding piles. I had embraced the Alaskan habit of accumulating potentially useful 
objects, such as construction scraps from the dump or sheets of thick foam board 
formerly from a chicken coop. Because my house is built on permafrost, it is elevated on 
three-foot pilings, which allows me to use the underside of the house as storage. The 
entire perimeter of the house was lined with piles, including cabinets that I had pulled 
from my kitchen, dipnets for salmon, a snow roof rake, my wheelbarrow and garden cart, 
snow tires, and a sled filled with empty flowerpots. Would the water continue to rise, 
forcing me to move all those things? Where would I put them? What should I save?
I moved my truck to the end of my long driveway. The next priority seemed to be 
two outside chest freezers because flooding an electrical appliance seemed bad. One of 
the freezers belongs to my neighbors David and Jenna, who do not have electricity and 
store their freezer at my place. I called David, but he was away on his other property an 
hour’s drive and boat ride away from town. Jenna was backpacking across the Arctic. I 
called my friend Tom, who came over to help move the freezers onto the porch. Together 
we shuffled boxes of frozen subsistence foods, including berries and fish. Then we 
secured the most valuable items onto my porch, which was soon heaped with belongings.
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When Tom arrived, my front yard was only beginning to turn soggy. By the time 
he left we were posing for pictures: six foot five Tom in my driveway, the water up to his 
knees. Me, in hip waders, in the deepest water near my garden, making sad faces. Despite 
the levity in the photos, I remember feeling horrified by how much deeper and extensive 
the flooding had become during the hour that Tom was at my house.
When I feel overwhelmed, I've occasionally imagined a disaster destroying my 
house, a scenario that ends with me embarking on an around-the-world adventure. What 
can you do when you lose everything, other than set off with a Zen-like acceptance of the 
fleeting nature of things? I suppose this daydream is fueled by the desire for a ready­
made excuse for not finishing projects and for a fresh start. As the water filled the yard, 
however, I began to feel afraid. I had no insurance, and I could not imagine starting over.
Many residents do not know whether their home is standing. Tamara Boeve, 
neighbor of Willow Fire Department captain Leo Lashock, heard on Sunday night that 
her home had been lost, only to get a call at 2 a.m. telling her the opposite. There are only 
rumors and occasional aerial images. Homeowners are not allowed back into the 
evacuation zone, so most information comes from responders who are driving the roads 
and know what’s still standing. As they’re available, the fire incident team posts maps of 
the fire perimeter, but maps are slow to appear because the priority is fighting the fire.
Buried in the Facebook comments are mentions of households on the edge of the 
fire with no Internet, residents hungry for updates.
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How high would the water go? I put on chest waders and sloshed through the 
flood, trying to understand the new logic of the yard. Walking the yard made the flood 
less scary because I could see that I could still leave. Because I used to work as a 
fisheries technician, I own an array of water gear: rubber boots, hip waders, and five pairs 
of chest waders. I have spent significant time walking through small rivers. I know that 
depth reaches a critical point around chest-high, when I lose traction and the ability to 
apply my muscles with power. After chest-high, the water has me at its mercy. I know 
that the thalweg, the deepest channel of a stream, is the most difficult to cross, and as I 
roamed my yard I learned where the new thalwegs lay and where the water jumped from 
knee or waist deep to something closer to my chest. As a paddler, I know that river 
dynamics can suddenly change when water hits a critical point. How would my creek 
behave with this unprecedented amount of water? Long-time neighbors had never seen 
the like and had no answers.
I’ve seen my share of flood images with stories of people swept away in what 
used to be downtown. My flood was more docile; I worried more for my house than for 
my safety. At what point, however, would the creek gain enough force to sweep away a 
house or rise above the floor? Should I be doing more, begging help to evacuate my 
belongings? The amount of work involved in that made me shudder, but was it just naive 
optimism and laziness that kept me from more aggressive efforts, or was I correct in my 
assessment that everything would be fine? I eyed my shed, which friends had once helped 
me jack up to add height to the foundation, but the shed still sat lower than the house.
Any evacuation would be easier if  done early, while I could still walk out.... I went back 
and forth, wishing I had someone to help me decide.
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I decided to stay put. To hedge my bets, I waded over to my shed and grabbed my 
cat carrier, dry bags, and an inflatable raft and paddles. Worst comes to worst, I could 
throw my computer in a dry bag, cram my two cats into the carrier, and float down the 
driveway.
The uncertainty made peace of mind impossible. Around eleven o’clock, I called 
the weather service even though I knew my creek is not monitored. In fact, my neighbor 
Chris maintains a weather station and provides the only water level data, but the flood 
had submerged his gauge. Who knew how long it would take for the rain of the previous 
days to work its way down the creek? The best anyone could do was guess based on the 
behavior of upstream waterways or by comparing my creek to monitored rivers. Still, I 
have friends who work as weathermen, and the thought of a friend’s voice made me pick 
up the phone. As it turned out, my friends were not working, but a man on the night shift 
answered. “Goldstream is flooding?” he replied. Even though I knew that he could not 
know, I needed to hear him say that the creek would crest soon, and I pressed him until 
he finally guessed that the crest would happen during the night.
When I next checked the online forecast, an addition had been made in the red 
font used for warnings: Goldstream Creek is flooding and residents are reporting several 
fee t o f  water. This amendment made me feel both better and worse—my plight had been 
officially recognized, but the weather service’s reliance on crowdsourcing, specifically on 
data provided by me and my neighbor, made the unknown nature of the flood clearer.
In an act of virtual handholding, I crept onto Facebook throughout the evening to 
announce the rising waters. “What’s the status?” Dave asked.
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“My whole yard is flooded,” I wrote back. “Good thing I moved the truck. I 
would be soooo happy if it crested soon.”
My neighbors posted a video of their footbridge getting swept down the creek.
Sled dogs and other animals, including a range of farm animals, are settled in at 
evacuation spots. The weather is hot, and there is not much shade. Requests go out for 
tarps to help protect animals from the sun. Photos and stories begin appearing in the 
media and social media. A man and his dog sleeping in their car. Dogs and two cats lined 
up in crates at an evacuation center. One of the most heartbreaking photos is that of a 
veterinarian showing musher Dee Dee Jonrowe a cell phone video of Dee Dee’s burned 
home. There is no public photo of the actual devastation yet, but this only makes the 
photo more poignant because we are forced instead to look at Dee Dee’s expression, a 
combination of acceptance and despair.
Announcements of confirmed losses begin trickling out. Martin Buser, the 
Iditarod champion whose kennel Dee Dee Jonrowe had been at when the fire began, posts 
Facebook updates about mushers affected by the fires, as well as coordinating some relief 
efforts. In 1996, Buser rescued his own dogs from the Miller’s Reach fire, which 
destroyed hundreds of homes and ranks as one of the most devastating fires in Alaskan 
history. He offers space for mushers needing a place for their dogs, and soon hundreds of 
evacuated dogs arrive. Human volunteers scoop poop while the new dogs sprint in circles 
around their temporary doghouses.
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By midnight, my friends began to go to bed and Facebook activity ceased. I felt 
lonely and restless. I kept inspecting the trees or steps, trying to gauge how much the 
water had risen. I had already secured what I could and my porch had no more room for 
other belongings. Short of leaving the house, there was nothing to do.
I decided to visit the cabins at the end of the road. The property belongs to friends 
who’d recently moved from town. They own three rental cabins, two by the creek and 
one several hundred feet away. David and Jenna, whose freezer I had moved, live in one 
of the creek cabins, and I knew they were not home. The renter of the farthest cabin often 
worked out of town. I worried no one was there to protect the property.
How odd to splash down my driveway in chest waders, walk onto dry land, climb 
into my truck, park at the end of the road, and wade back into the flood. Thirty feet from 
my truck, the water was waist-deep and only years of visiting allowed me to know where 
to go. All three cabins are walk-ins, reached via obscure trails through the woods; the 
farthest cabin is so hidden that property tax assessors have never found it. In places the 
trail tread consists of pallets and scrap boards, in other places there are wood chips, and 
elsewhere it is only dirt. The pallets are often broken, and I usually walk with my head 
down so my feet don’t slip through the gaps between boards. With water obscuring the 
pallets, I felt my way forward with my feet. Two weeks removed from the summer 
solstice, it was almost sunset, which gave the forest a dim gleam but did not come close 
to darkness. The sun would rise again in three hours and in between was continuous 
twilight, the sun just below the horizon. I felt grateful, shuddering to think how much 
scarier a flood would be in the dark, when the sound of water would dominate the senses.
85
I was not the only one out in the flood at midnight. I met two neighbors for the 
first time, young newlyweds who had married a few weeks before and recently moved 
into one of the rentals. They led me to their cabin, the path crossing a tricky current, so I 
grabbed branches for traction. Like my cabin, their cabin was elevated, and they had 
piled a generator and plastic totes on the porch. To my surprise, they seemed unfazed. 
Ellie grew up on a homestead in rural Alaska, and she was no stranger to making do. 
Brent and Ellie also wore chest waders, which they had purchased with wedding gift 
money. How nice, I thought, to live in a neighborhood where everyone owns waders.
Together we set off to check on the other cabins. First we reached David and 
Jenna’s cabin, which is right on the creek. The cabin was surrounded by water, but the 
water had not reached the floor. The flood had submerged a footbridge, and I could just 
see the handrails poking through the water. As with my yard, the deepest water was not 
closest to the creek, so that by the house the water was only knee deep. By the bank, there 
was a bench lined with vegetable pots and a burn barrel covered by plywood, turned into 
a temporary table holding more pots. The pots were just above the water, making it 
appear as if  someone had planted floating vegetable islands in the middle of a river. I 
looked to see if I might move the pots, but I could not find any better surface and the 
cabin was locked.
When we reached the farthest cabin around midnight, the yard could only be 
distinguished from the creek by the rate of the current, the bushes poking up through the 
water, and the line of tall trees that grew in the best soil along the banks and now 
demarcated the edge of the yard. Plastic totes floated near the trees, prevented from being 
whisked downstream by the trees. The neighbor was indeed away, but he had locked his
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cabin and we could not find a key. Unable to stow belongings inside, we balanced the 
totes in a wheelbarrow and on a railing. We walked around, inspecting skis and propane 
jugs, tools and buckets, searching for objects that absolutely had to be secured as well as 
places to put them. My friends who owned the property had asked Ellie to disconnect the 
solar panel, but it seemed we were too late because water already covered the 
connections.
Satisfied we had done what we could, we turned back. Even without a flood, the 
path can be confusing because the path leaves no noticeable gap between the trees and 
the creek is so meandering that it can be on your right and then on the left. With the 
landscape transformed by water, I became disoriented. I had lived in the neighborhood 
much longer than Ellie and Brent, who had never even been to the third cabin before, and 
for a while I plunged stubbornly ahead, trying to navigate because I felt I should. Brent, 
however, possessed a better sense of direction, and soon I yielded to common sense and 
dropped behind him, turning my attention to lifting my heavy wader boots over logs as 
we bushwhacked through the watery forest.
On the way back, we ran into David, who had boated up from his remote 
property and driven to Fairbanks after receiving my message. David was canoeing around 
his yard, cheerfully rounding up floating plastic totes and throwing them on an elevated 
platform. Although the water had come within a few inches of his steps, he made a flood 
seem like a minor inconvenience. Hanging with my neighbors made the flood almost 
festive and a community event. We could not wander through the water all night, 
however, and I returned home around one in the morning, with the water still rising.
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On Monday, the day after the fire started in Willow, a fifteen-mile long 
evacuation zone is in effect. The governor flew over the fire and joined the emergency 
manager and a borough assembly member at a press conference. The fire is still estimated 
at six to eight thousand acres, but firefighters are worried about the hot and windy 
weather. Emergency manager Casey Cook warned, “The fire’s moving fast, it’s moving 
hot. It’s just ripping through patches of black spruce, at probably 20 or 30 miles per 
hour.”
Officials warn that we will be in trouble if there is another fire. Alaska’s fire 
season runs earlier than seasons in the Lower 48, so generally we can borrow resources 
such as hotshot crews. Still, there is a limit. The day after the Card Street Fire started, 
Forest Division spokesman Terry Anderson told evacuees, “I ’m not going to sugarcoat it. 
Things are as bad as they ever get in Alaska. They don’t get worse.”
Help has begun to arrive in the form of crews from around the country. The fire is 
still zero percent controlled, but it does not seem to be growing much, so that the 
neighborhoods farther away from the fire begin to feel they have dodged a bullet.
The Parks Highway, the main drag between Anchorage and Fairbanks, has been 
intermittently closed. The highway alert gives a matter-of-fact warning: “Obstructions: 
Flames next to road.” Whenever possible pilot cars lead traffic through the fire.
I felt exhausted, but I could not sleep because of the sound of running water. 
Although I began to feel that my house would be fine, an ongoing flood is hard to ignore. 
I decided to try to nap my way through the night, setting an alarm for every hour. I did 
not take off my waders; I liked the idea of being able to dash out and the waders were not
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quick to put on. I dragged the cushions from my couch and made a bed on the floor. The 
cats abandoned their windowsill vigil and joined me for cuddling. Floating objects in the 
yard kept setting off the auto light in the twilight, and the bursts of light added another 
reminder of the flood. I could not decide whether it was better to keep the windows open 
or closed: closing the windows partially muffled the ominous sound of running water but 
left me wondering what was happening.
When I awoke from my first nap, mist rose over the water. Signs of domesticity, 
such as the driveway and grass, were submerged under a wide swath of water. Other than 
the garden fence and shed, from my window I could only see the dark green of spruce 
trees, floating mist, and the flow of water. My property had never felt so wild.
Finally, at four in the morning, I saw thin dark watermarks on the trees. The water 
had begun to drop.
On Wednesday, several days after the fire began, Buser added a happy update to 
his Facebook page: “Eyewitness report from Dee dee’s homesite - the CHICKENS 
survived!!! Her coop is in tact. Also one of her outbuildings called the Ponderosa is still 
standing and appears in good shape.” Further Facebook chatter revealed the survival of a 
blue rooster named Snuggle Bug. The response to this news is enthusiastic; people are 
clearly ready for good news. I hit the like button too, happy for Snuggle Bug and his 
cohort.
I am struck by how impossible it is to measure the value of what was lost and 
what was saved. One woman’s losses included a twenty-year-old Koi fish, fifty years of 
records of bloodlines for her mushing dogs, and thirty years of photos from her marriage
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with her late husband. One man chose to save his antique Mickey Mouse waffle iron. 
Beyond the intangible value of objects and roosters, how do you assign value to the 
stacked firewood, gardens, or freezers filled with fish or berries? These were not casually 
purchased items but part of the ongoing process of getting food and wood ready for 
winter. How do you quantify the time and stress involved in rebuilding? Or the disruption 
of a neighborhood, where perhaps not everyone will rebuild? Even for the miracle 
houses, those structures that survived, there is a loss. The trees are scorched, and the land 
looks like a warzone. Something intangible is gone.
I woke to the unfamiliar sound of running water. I remembered the flood and 
jerked upright, only to find my legs tangled together by the Velcro wader straps. The 
sight of water surrounding my house seemed surprisingly normal. My cats had returned 
to the windowsills, watching drifting lumber. The watermarks on the trees suggested that 
the water had dropped about two inches since the crest. Although water continued to rush 
under my house, it seemed that any damage had already been done, so the sight no longer 
scared me.
How long would it be until my yard drained? I could not concentrate on anything 
else so it seemed like I might as well be outside. I waded to my garden, crossing a current 
that neared the top of my chest waders. Inside the garden fence, the wooden beds were 
floating around. I knew my garden by heart, so I detoured around where the submerged 
plants should be. Feeling with my feet, I found the raised soil. I felt a surge of hope that 
the plants might still be down there. For something to do, I maneuvered the wooden beds
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into their approximate places, but there was too much water for them to stay, and as soon 
as I let go they resumed drifting inside the fence.
I heard voices and realized that paddlers were coming down the creek. Normally 
fallen trees block the creek, so it is only during the high water of spring break up that 
paddling the creek can be fun. Naturally there were paddlers quick to jump on the rare 
opportunity provided by a flood. They rounded the bend, each in individual rafts 
propelled by kayak paddles. When I waved, they pulled out of the main current and into 
my yard. They turned out to be neighbors of a friend, and we chatted as if it was not odd 
that they had been able to paddle into my yard, where I stood in my waders while they 
bobbed around in their boats. Then I waved them goodbye, and they drifted around the 
bend, lost from sight but for a few minutes I could hear their voices.
If I needed a break from the flood, I could go to town. I slogged through the flood, 
which became shallower and shallower until I walked out of the water altogether. At the 
end of my driveway, I took off my waders and put them in the passenger seat of my 
truck, where they seemed like a half-person. How odd, to drive away from an all- 
consuming situation and find that it consumed no one else.
A week into the fire, many evacuees remain in limbo. The borough is still 
inventorying the damage. There are valid reasons for the delay: crews are busy fighting 
the fire, the safety of those doing the assessment, the smoke shrouding the area and 
preventing aerial surveys, and the difficulty in distinguishing buildings—was the 
destroyed structure an outbuilding (such as a shed), a recreational cabin, or a primary 
home? The borough has scheduled one-on-one meetings with homeowners during which
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homeowners will finally learn the status of their homes. The meeting will provide an 
open house of rebuilding resources, and mental health personnel will be on hand, an 
ominous reminder of the bad news some homeowners will be receiving.
The devastation occasionally feels random. A house burns to ashes, but next door 
there are only melted windows. A house burns except for a birdhouse. This feels like 
cosmic mockery—it’s nice, I suppose, to still have a birdhouse, but it would be better to 
have a house. Yards are filled with twisted metal and burnt remnants, such as a four 
wheeler and trailer that the owner tried to save, but the trailer tire was flat.
Photographs taken in the aftermath of the fires show red fire retardant dropped 
like giant bird poo, coating trucks and grass and houses. Tips for removing fire retardant 
pop up in my Twitter feed: use soap and water because bleach results in a toxic 
interaction, do not leave water puddles from the cleanup because the retardant is toxic to 
pets and birds, and using a pressure washer will drive the retardant into the wood, which 
will then stay orange. These are the sort of tips that homeowners wish they never needed.
The second day of the flood, a reporter called, and I sent her an album of flood 
photos. She wanted to publish a photo of me in my pajamas and waders, smiling in the 
floodwater. “But it’s cute,” she replied, when I vetoed her choice. In the end, she chose 
three photos: my drowning garden; the flood creeping up to my house, where all the 
detritus I store by my house is in clear sight, and three ladders and several extension 
cords hang from nails on the side of the house; and a shot of my neighbor David paddling 
his canoe, the forest looking vaguely Amazonian. I had not given much thought to how 
others might perceive the photos. When the photos were published, I began to look at
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them differently. There were kale leaves poking up through water, which is just high 
enough that the garden beds have begun to float. The water would go much higher, and 
part of me wished the reporter had chosen photos from later in the flood so the magnitude 
of the event could be conveyed, although only I would have known what lay beneath the 
surface. There was my home, a plain brown rectangle elevated on pilings, the shot taken 
in the dimness of midnight after my house became an island. Yet the photo does not 
capture the rush of the current, and the wild grass poking up in places makes the water 
seem shallower than it was. For days, when I visited the paper’s website, my photos 
flashed through a slide show.
“Fairbanks residents deal with aftermath of record rainfall as rivers begin to 
drop,” the headline announced. “The rain finally stopped falling but rivers were still 
rising around the Tanana Valley on Thursday and some residents were dealing with the 
aftermath of the heaviest rain seen in Fairbanks since the historic flood of 1967,” the 
article began. It felt odd to read about myself in the paper, where I featured as a character 
written about in the third person. “Even when the water began to rise, Marsh didn’t think 
it would flood,” the article reported. “She spent the day hauling buckets of water from the 
creek to fill barrels she uses to water her garden. ‘Now all my barrels are floating in the 
yard,’ she said.”
Oddly enough, I learned a lot about my own flood. For instance, while the 
weather had been rainy, I had not realized that it was historically so. From the paper, I 
learned that 3.36 inches of rain had fallen in the two days before the flood, the third 
highest two-day total ever in Fairbanks. What made the rain so problematic, however, 
was that it came on top of two other major rainfalls. All this rain saturated the ground, so
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the new rain had no place to go. In the haze of daily life, I had only registered that it had 
rained a lot. The paper stated the case more clearly: it had rained more than six and a half 
inches between June 18 and July 2, the wettest fifteen-day period ever recorded in 
Fairbanks. The old record had been set in August 1967, when the Chena River inundated 
downtown and prompted the construction of a major flood control project.
The reporter had also talked to my neighbor Andrea, who described our creek as 
usually just a “decent trickle.” Her husband Chris is the one who maintains the valley’s 
weather station, so Andrea could also put numbers to the flood: the creek had risen about 
six feet in twenty-four hours. The day before the flood, the creek was five and a half feet 
below their bridge, and now the bridge was gone.
The paper also told the story of floods on other rivers. Patricia Baer had evacuated 
her house on the bank of the Little Chena, loading up nine dogs in a friend’s truck. “I got 
up at 2:30 a.m. and it had risen quite a bit and then I got up at 6:30 [the next] morning 
and it was panic mode,” said Baer. The water was rising so fast “you could watch it,” and 
Baer left everything behind except her dogs. Reading about Baer’s plight reminded me of 
how lucky I was. The Little Chena is bigger than my creek, and Baer had experienced a 
scarier and more dangerous flood. On Facebook, one of my friends asked, “Why are you 
still there??? Shouldn't you have left for higher ground?” Later this friend added, “The 
fact that from 2-4 a.m. you were monitoring the rise should be indication enough that 
YOU SHOULD HAVE HIKED OUT SOONER.” By the day after the flood, I had 
already largely forgotten the anxiety of the day before, when I had continuously 
wondered whether I ought to be evacuating.
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Much later, another friend asked, “I bet you weren’t wearing a life jacket, were 
you?” I stared at her in astonishment. I own four life jackets, but it had never occurred to 
me to wear one. It didn’t seem like that kind of flood. “Oh, I could tell where the main 
creek was,” I defended myself.
A week after the start of the Sockeye fire, the whole state seems to be on fire. 
Smoke has finally arrived in Fairbanks, and our air quality is officially hazardous. Smoke 
seeps inside the buildings on campus, and from my chair in the campus coffee shop, I 
stare out at a brownish grey gloom, nursing a headache and nausea. One of my students is 
suffering from smoke-aggravated migraines, and this morning a karate student collapsed 
from an asthma attack. A girl who sprained her ankle last weekend hobbles by on 
crutches, an air mask fixed to her face. Parents have begun calling, considering fetching 
their kids home. I watch students file into the dining hall, air masks on. Around town, 
outdoor events are cancelled. To top it off, a 5.8 earthquake rattles town, the epicenter 
near the Sockeye fire in Willow, and “shake and bake” jokes pop up on Facebook.
Everyone is talking about 2004, Alaska’s worst fire season, when 6.2 million 
acres burned and much of the Interior summer was lost to thick smoke. Will this summer 
be another 2004? Fire maps show that Fairbanks is surrounded, so that even a wind shift 
offers no relief from smoke. The baseball field at the community center in Goldstream 
Valley is filled with tents of firefighters battling a fire north of town. Folks are on edge. 
Every time a helicopter flies over the valley or the smell of smoke increases, a comment 
pops up on the community Facebook page asking if there is a fire. It is unsettling, having 
no control over where a fire might start. No one likes being at the mercy of lightning or
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winds, but it is worse being at the mercy of idiots, and suddenly idiots are everywhere. 
Rumors spread that the Sockeye fire near Willow was human-caused. Despite new bans 
on burning and fireworks, social media lights up with frenzied reports of continued 
idiocy. Fire trucks near the Sockeye fire zip out to put out new blazes. “Jackasses have 
fires going all over the damn place,” one Facebook commenter says. “We got some dumb 
people out there that want to burn trash ... What part of BURN BAN do they not 
understand?!”
I woke up at 4 a.m. on July 4, twenty-four hours after the creek crested, and 
looked out to a startling sight: the creek had returned to its banks and my yard had 
drained, just like that. There were puddles of water here and there, but mostly my yard 
was grass, which was bent over at an angle, as if in a stiff breeze. The color of the yard 
had also changed, from a bright green to a dullish grey-brown, all leaves covered by silt. 
The driveway had become slippery, covered by a layer of gray silt ooze, and in places the 
dirt had scoured away, unveiling a layer of small rocks. Objects were scattered around the 
yard. Plywood and firewood had gathered in the woods, along with an old bicycle and 
toilet. The day before I could relocate displaced objects by floating them; now everything 
seemed irrevocably marooned. Smaller wood scraps lay scattered through the yard, but 
bigger piles remained in place, silty and wet. I would have to dry everything out, I 
realized, or the wood would mold.
The flood had ripped the door off my garden fence, and muddy debris pressed 
against the chicken wire fencing, leaving a line marking the former waterline. I walked 
toward the garden afraid of what I would find. Two days before, I had said goodbye to
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my garden, resigned to its loss and hoping only that the fence would withstand the current 
so I would not lose the beds and soil. When I walked into the garden, however, I felt a 
flutter of hope. The beds had settled back into the correct locations. Some plants were 
gone or their roots exposed, but most of the soil remained. Leaves were coated in silt but 
otherwise seemed undamaged. Seedlings were splayed into the dirt, as if  blasted by a 
pressure hose. One by one, I fluffed the seedlings up, freeing the leaves from silt.
The forecast called for heat and blue skies. Over the next few days, I shook 
clumps of dried silt from vegetable leaves. The creek continued to drop. Fallen trees 
again blocked the creek, and no more paddlers appeared.
In July, the weather turns rainy, and the smoke begins to clear. A month after the 
fire started, the Sockeye fire is ninety-two percent contained, then ninety-six. Many of the 
fire crews have moved on to more urgent fires, although local crews are working sixteen- 
hour days extinguishing hot spots. On the Kenai, favorable winds send the Card Street 
fire burning off into a wildlife refuge. It doesn’t happen overnight, but one day I realize 
that the fear has faded. A feeling of catastrophe is hard to sustain.
Mid-July, and my students graduate from their six-week college immersion 
program. Summer, as always, is zipping by, the first yellow yard leaves appear in early 
August, a sign that autumn is coming. Fire season has turned catastrophic in the Lower 
48, especially in Washington. One hundred degree temperatures and drought have the 
West primed. Dozens of homes burn in a neighborhood near the Wenatchee River in 
Washington. A fire surges across a highway in California, forcing people to abandon 
their cars. Four firefighters die after their truck breaks down in the fire zone.
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On the day of the flood, I had planned to go camping in Denali, but I bailed on the 
trip because I would soon start a job that required me to travel and I felt anxious over 
unfinished projects. After the flood, I tried to imagine what would have happened if I had 
not been home. Perhaps a friend would have intervened in an act of above-and-beyond 
help, but more likely the waters would have washed away my bicycle and other 
belongings. How bad would it have been if the freezer had been submerged while 
running, or if  the propane tanks, hooked to the house lines, had washed under the house?
Beyond the logistics of protecting my property, I would not have wanted to miss 
an experience that I otherwise would not have been able to imagine. How would I have 
understood what happened? If I had come home the day after the flood, I would have first 
seen the water in my driveway from higher up on the road. I would have been puzzled by 
the unusual gleam, unsure of its cause until I hit the driveway and encountered water. 
Maybe I would have tried to drive through the water until I rounded the bend and realized 
that it was too deep. I would have parked and waded into the water without waders. Or 
perhaps I would have stayed another day in Denali and arrived home after the water 
subsided. The signs of the flood would have been more subtle: the soft silt caking the 
driveway and the grass in the yard, flattened and angled to the side.
A week after the flood, my neighbor Jenna reached a remote village in the Arctic 
and accessed the Internet for the first time in weeks. She saw the article featuring the 
photo of her boyfriend David floating in the canoe by their cabin and thus learned of the 
flood. She had missed the fear and the work associated with the flood, but she had also
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missed an event in our neighborhood history. She could only construct a semblance of an 
experience through the memories of others.
The damage tally from the Sockeye Fire is finalized at 55 homes destroyed, as 
well as 44 other structures heavily damaged. No people died, but pets were reported lost, 
including some sled dogs. Already there are glimmers of resilience, but the losses are 
immediate and numbing, the reality of rebuilding overwhelming. Perhaps it is necessary 
to feel the pain instead of brushing over it with too-early talk of overcoming disaster. The 
stories are heartbreaking, such as the losses suffered by musher Jan Steves. Nine days 
before she lost her home in the fire, Steves’ thirty-one year old son died of a heart attack, 
and Steves was in Seattle in her son’s condo when the fire hit. Other unlucky residents 
include Iditarod musher Justin High and his wife Jaimee, whose house had burned down 
the previous December. On the day the Sockeye fire started, Justin was putting a roof on 
a new house, which he hoped to finish before the couple’s first baby was due in January. 
Then the Sockeye fire destroyed his second home in six months. Almost immediately, 
Justin and his dad set about building a temporary house on a trailer. When asked how he 
was doing, Justin swore. “I ’m not going to sugarcoat it anymore,” he said.
The plight of mushers attracts worldwide attention, although thus far recipients 
seem to be making a conscientious effort to share the relief funds. Ever since the fire 
broke out, help has been offered in many forms. Jan Steves, for example, has received 
everything from gift cards and a new barbecue grill to potted mums. Two men have 
already been busy cutting down the burnt trees that Steves describes as a blatant reminder 
of the fire. Even in the best cases, government relief can take months, a timeline that
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makes preparing for winter difficult. The people of Willow are taking matters into their 
own hands. Backed by volunteers and donations of material and equipment, a community 
project is rebuilding homes. Krista Gray Fee, a choreographer who runs a circus school 
and describes herself as a “rainbows and unicorn” person, is spearheading logistics. Fee 
was helping to water evacuated sled dogs at Buser’s kennel when she ran into a 
despondent-looking Justin High, who muttered that he had failed his family. That sparked 
Fee’s dream of a community-building project that will enable fire victims to walk into a 
furnished new house. According to Steves, fire crews from Montana and Idaho said they 
had never seen the likes of the community spirit emerging in Willow.
Later in the summer, my friend Larry returned to town to repair one of his rental 
cabins at the end of my road. O f all my neighbors, Larry and his wife suffered the most 
damage. They had been preparing to sell the cabin, and now the sale was delayed and the 
sale price would plummet. This cabin, the one Ellie and Brent and I had waded to on the 
evening of the flood, was lower to the ground and the insulation below the floor was 
straw. Soaked by the flood, the straw had moldered and needed to be replaced. A steady 
rotation of friends showed up to help Larry, and I kept promising I would help too, but I 
never did. I fluttered around my yard, dabbling at unfinished projects, and I never even 
cleaned up my piles of wood deposited here and there by the flood.
I read that drones flying over the fire on the California highway hindered the 
firefighter response and find myself getting angry. Voyeurism at its worst! The media
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frenzy and the entitled need to know what’s going on 24-7! The drones had no useful 
purpose, serving only to satisfy faraway morbid curiosity.
I wonder if I am any better, curled up in the chair with my students’ homework 
and sipping my mocha. I consider volunteering with the relief efforts in Willow, but this 
idea fizzles like the pointless fireworks launched into our bright summer nights. Willow 
is a five-hour drive, gas is expensive, three of my truck’s four ball joints need imminent 
work so I fear my wheels might fall off, I have my own house projects and am juggling 
multiple jobs and I haven’t even cleaned up all the flood debris from last summer.... 
Good excuses, perhaps, but excuses do not create resilience, and I find myself admiring 
those who do more than follow social media from hundreds of miles away.
Three weeks after my creek returned to its banks, I read about a house in trouble 
on the Salcha River, forty miles from Fairbanks. Owner John Sauer had been building his 
dream home for sixteen years, and when he began he could barely see the river from the 
house. Over the last few years, the river had been eating away at the banks, the erosion 
escalating. The summer’s heavy rains had been the final straw, with thirty-five more feet 
of bank lost, all safety margin was gone. Twice during the summer the river rose five or 
six feet above its banks, sending floodwater under the house, which is elevated seven feet 
on steel pilings. “I ’ve dumped my life savings into trying to save the place and it’s all 
been futile,” Sauer said. “Now my only option is to move it.” Like many homes on flood 
plains, the home had no insurance, and Sauer faced total loss. “If it starts raining again 
and the river rises again, I’m done,” he said.
101
The article haunts me because the ultimate purpose of the article is to plead for 
help. Sauer explains why moving the house is not easy—it is two stories, the home is off 
the road and accessible only by helicopter and boat, his D-8 cat is on the other side of the 
river. “It’s not as easy as hooking up a chain and pulling it out of danger,” Sauer added.
“I wish it were that simple.” I was struck by Sauer’s competency; this man had not only 
built the home, but he had more ability than I ever would to save it. He had friends 
helping, but he was out of ideas.
“He is open to suggestions and to anyone who might be of assistance,” the article 
concluded, listing Sauer’s phone and email. It seemed unlikely that the article would 
yield the necessary help— although there are many Alaskans who thrive on challenges 
such as moving houses. Every time it rained, I wondered how the house fared. I never 
saw an update, however, and I did not contact him because I could offer no help.
Winter is around the corner. In Willow, fire victims are doing their best to prepare 
for winter. Dee Dee Jonrowe has signed up to run the Iditarod this winter, as if  rebuilding 
wasn’t enough of a task. In mid-September, a storm drops eight inches of wet snow in 
Fairbanks, which is followed by rain. The summer fires are forgotten in Fairbanks, while 
in Willow those who lost homes are scrambling to prepare for winter. As I wait for a 
traffic light on the way out of the grocery store, I spy a sign on a metal fence: THANK 
YOU FIREFIGHTERS. It seems the sign will stay up all winter and into the next fire 
season, much like holiday decorations.
The next day, another dump of wet snow earns us the nod for second snowiest 
September on record in Fairbanks. I hear branches break as I am out shoveling, and twice
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I hear trees fall. That evening, the power fails, and a few hours later the phone dies. 
When I wake up in the morning, there is more than a foot of snow in my driveway. I 
spend the afternoon shoveling while listening to a battery-powered radio, the sporadic 
news updates my only connection to the world. Outside it’s silent. Normally I hear cars 
on the road encircling the valley, but the day after the storm it seems like everyone is 
ensconced at home. Periodically I shuffle to the woodshed for more wood. I am drawing 
from the bottom of one shed and notice that the wood is caked with gray silt from the 
flood.
Trees are down across town; line crews are out 24-7, but as soon as they clear a 
corridor, more fall. Some people are losing subsistence foods in their freezers; others are 
without heat. The linesmen operate on a triage strategy, targeting the main lines first. 
Four or five days after the storm, the majority of town has power. For the unlucky, 
however, the experience of the storm continues, their world largely revolving around the 
loss of electricity, even as others move on.
A Note on Sources:
For my research on the Sockeye and Card Street Fires, I drew upon the excellent 
media coverage, primarily by the online Alaska Dispatch news, but also Alaska Public 
Media, KTUU television, and the Fairbanks Daily News Miner. I also monitored social 
media, including Facebook and Twitter. In particular, I drew upon the following articles: 
KTUU television tells the dramatic story of the rescue of Iditarod musher Dee Dee 
Jonrowe’s dogs.
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A Fugitive in the Yard
When troopers and fugitives appear in the yard, you should put down your air 
rifle, change out of your pajamas, and brush your teeth. This is especially true when it is 
mid-week and mid-morning, and the rest of the civilized world is off earning salaries. 
Who would judge me if instead of being at work I was returning from the outhouse, air 
rifle in hand because of an ongoing squirrel hunt, with no responsibilities other than 
writing a thesis?
That is how fugitives enter your life— one moment you are perched in the 
outhouse admiring the creek, then picking your way back through the grass, lifting your 
pajama bottoms to avoid being soaked by dew, when you hear sirens. Close sirens, now 
that you think about it, really quite deafening, on your road actually, which is odd since 
the road is a dead end, so you freeze in the driveway gawking as an orange pickup blasts 
around the bend before plowing through thigh-high grass and tussocks while a desk 
bounces from a roof rack. Enter a trooper car, sirens blaring.
The pickup and trooper car lurched to a halt by my outhouse. Heart pounding, I 
moved behind my truck as the trooper approached the pickup yelling, “Get down! Get 
down! Hands behind your head!” That’s when I realized I was holding my air rifle, which 
did not seem to be the wisest thing to carry around a trooper. I dashed inside, where the 
cats were doing laps, ears back and eyes wide, frenzied by sirens as four more trooper 
cars came pouring down my driveway. I stowed my gun and grabbed my camera and 
made it back outside in time to watch the trooper lead a handcuffed young man to the 
trooper car.
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The trooper must have seen me, because once he deposited the handcuffed man 
into his car, he came over to chat. “That was good for the adrenaline,” I said, but what I 
was thinking was that only two minutes before I had been in the outhouse, which does 
not have a door, and being caught in the outhouse during an arrest would have been 
mortifying. “Do you need to go anywhere?” the trooper asked, pointing at the logjam of 
trooper cars. I told him the cars were no problem because I was telecommuting. No need 
to explain that I was writing a novel about a fictional fortuneteller and had already put in 
five hours of procrastination, culminating in a fruitless hunt for the most recent squirrel to 
have moved into my bedroom wall.
The trooper explained that the chase had to do with the desk that had been 
banging on the truck roof. Unfortunately, the driver had swum across the creek and fled 
into the woods. My yard became a staging area for a manhunt.
Another trooper asked if there was a bridge across the creek. Until the previous 
month’s flood my neighbors had a footbridge, but during the flooding the bridge had 
swept down the creek.
“There’s a spruce across the creek downstream of my house,” I offered. Several 
troopers set off to inspect the tree.
A helicopter joined the manhunt and flew lazy circles over the valley, searching 
for the fugitive. My initial adrenaline gone, I began to enjoy the manhunt. My yard was 
livelier than it had been in months. The first trooper told me about the chase. “I was 
going forty-five,” he began, and the speed shocked me, considering that my road is so 
rough that my truck’s wheels are about to fall off and I never drive faster than twenty.
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Not to mention that both the trooper and pickup left my driveway to go overland over a 
yard that includes tussocks and trenches.
“I looked at my GPS,” the trooper continued, “And thought, hmm, looks like 
we’re at a dead end.” We stood by the orange pickup on the edge of the bank. I could see 
how close the truck had been to going down the bank, which was soft from rain and the 
flood. Given the conditions, I ’d been avoiding walking up and down with water buckets 
for my garden because I ’d been afraid of destroying the bank. I shuddered to think about 
the damage that would have resulted from a tow truck fishing out the pickup. When I told 
this to the trooper, he replied, “I’m glad they didn’t drown.”
The troopers had received a report about stolen property and were talking to the 
owner, when the orange pickup drove by with the desk tied to the roof. The property 
owner cried, “That’s my desk!” The pickup, however, did not stop, so the chase began.
The desk seemed like the kind of crappy nondescript desk that I might find at the 
transfer station, where people leave items they no longer want. I remembered the banging 
of the desk when the pickup hit my yard, and how the desk had flapped so wildly that I 
thought it might fall off. If the desk had been worth much before, it seemed likely to be 
trash now. Not to mention the fact that the driver had now left his pickup behind to be 
confiscated by the troopers and would face charges for fleeing. I told the trooper that it 
seemed silly to provoke a manhunt over a minor crime.
“W e’re not in the business of dealing with people who make good choices,” he
replied.
I suppose that’s true; this spring a man tried to elude police while driving a motor 
home, although not before he bashed the motor home into several patrol cars.
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I asked the trooper if the driver had been caught, only to realize that the trooper 
was talking to the handcuffed passenger. I wondered if it was bad protocol to interrupt 
troopers talking to suspects, but neither the trooper nor the suspect seemed concerned.
The passenger was polite. “I am sorry about your yard,” he said. “I told him to stop!” He 
seemed like the sort of young man I taught in my college composition classes.
The pickup and trooper car both left deep ruts in my yard, but in a month it would 
snow and next summer new grass would grow. A little later, the trooper pointed to 
plywood and wood boards scattered in my yard near the outhouse. “Did the pickup do 
this?” the trooper asked, looking concerned. The wood used to be laid out along the 
outhouse path before being scattered by the flood, and I hadn’t gotten around to fixing the 
path. I appreciated these expressions of apology and concern— several years before, a 
man on heroin dug up part of my dirt driveway using a stolen bulldozer. That man had 
never apologized, despite doing actual damage, and the trooper had never considered my 
driveway, only caring about the missing bulldozer.
All in all, I felt satisfied with my troopers. One complimented me on my garden, 
which pleased me because the plants had had a rough year, between a June frost and a 
July flood that left my garden beds floating. I fetched him some snow peas. A healthy 
snack, I commented, and he agreed. He told me he was from Juneau, tough gardening 
country because of all the rain, and what he really misses is eating deer. When I went 
inside, the troopers came to my front door to give me updates, and they did not care about 
the broken bottom step. They let me keep the firewood that had fallen from the truck.
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Later I watched the trooper uncuff the passenger, who started walking down my 
driveway, swatting mosquitoes and talking on his phone. The trooper told me that they 
didn’t have enough to hold him.
“That’s it?” I asked. “He just walks away?”
“We try to help people out,” he answered. “But he can walk, unless you want to 
give him a ride.”
Four trooper cars left, and only one officer remained to oversee the tow truck 
driver hired to remove the orange pickup. As small talk, I repeated my comment about 
how it seemed idiotic to run from the cops over a stolen desk.
“I’m from the Lower 48, where you have a road every mile,” the tow truck driver 
replied. “So there it at least seems like it’s worth a shot.” Is that what you want to say in 
front of a trooper?
Around midnight, I heard a man yelling in the yard and realized that it was my 
neighbor Larry. Earlier in the day, Larry had left a voicemail warning me of a fugitive 
and a manhunt. I let Larry in, and we reminisced about the manhunt.
“I didn’t realize you were Ground Zero,” he said. He’d spent the day repairing a 
cabin that had been damaged in the recent flood. The cabin is back in the woods and not a 
place that one accidentally happens upon— even the property tax assessors have yet to 
find it. Larry had seen the helicopter, so when he heard someone walking through the 
woods, he crept up to see who it was. When he saw two troopers and a sniffer dog, he 
realized that he should announce himself.
“Hello,” he said.
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Larry is middle-aged, with unkempt pepper gray hair, and he finds most of his 
clothes at the dump. He is one of the few people I know who have “neighborhood pants,” 
which are the equivalent of sweatpants that I might wear around the house but not 
beyond. In Larry’s case, his neighborhood pants might lack buttons on the fly and appear 
to be little more than rags. He has a law degree but has long since left that world. He once 
volunteered at the local environmental group, and a newly arrived intern from the East 
Coast mistook him for a homeless person.
The troopers, on high alert as they walked through unfamiliar woods, must have 
been startled by Larry’s sudden appearance.
“Hands in the air! Hands in the air!” Larry found himself staring at an assault
rifle.
“I live here,” he began, but when he tried to move his hands, the troopers yelled, 
“No, put your hands in the air!”
The incident defused itself when one of the troopers realized that Larry did not 
match the suspect’s description, but I found myself thinking what a slim margin for error 
there is in such situations. A car chase down a road that never sees speed, where pets are 
not used to moving out of the way and a yard I had walked through less than a minute 
before the pickup appeared. What if one of the troopers had an itchy trigger finger? While 
the troopers had the mindset of confrontation and suspicion, Larry had been absorbed in a 
solitary afternoon of carpentry. How easy it would have been for him not to transition 
quickly enough to a manhunt mindset, for his actions and intent to be misinterpreted, for 
Larry to become the fugitive in the yard.
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Dodge the Moose
The game goes like this: I ’m walking home, and I ’ve nearly reached my 
driveway. Let’s say it’s winter, since it usually is. For a temperature, we’ll avoid the 
melodramatic and settle on twenty below. It’s dark. There are no streetlights. Willows 
separate the dirt road from the power line, and it’s these shrubs that lure the moose. I scan 
the darkness with my headlamp, looking for the reflection of eyeballs. I hear a crack of a 
branch. Or sense a shadow. Once I know the moose is there, the game begins. I want to 
get home. The moose wants to eat. If I dodge the moose, I win.
A conversation on a plane started me thinking about moose dodging. I was flying 
from Fairbanks to San Francisco and had boarded my connecting flight in Seattle. Even 
though it was an Alaska Airlines plane leaving Seattle— a main hub for Alaskans—the 
Alaskan presence had already been diluted by non-Alaskan travelers such as the man next 
to me, who wore dress shoes, a suit, and spent every minute before takeoff talking 
business on his phone. I buried myself in a book, but as soon as the man stowed his 
electronics for takeoff, he turned to me. When he learned that I’d flown down from 
Fairbanks, he embarked upon cliched Alaskan chitchat—the pipeline, fish, bears, bush 
planes, etc.—before winding up with a story about a moose he saw during a fly-in ski 
trip. “Moose are BIG!” he exclaimed.
According to the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, adult moose range in size 
from 800 pounds (small adult female) to 1,600 pounds (large adult male). I am not much 
of a numbers person, however, so I measure moose by the objects they dwarf, such as the 
truck in my driveway. I know moose are big because I ’ve sat on my couch and watched 
the tips of moose ears pass by the bottom of my living room window, which is seven feet
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off the ground. Should I have told my seatmate that moose often set off the auto light for 
my driveway? Or that in winter they eat the dead grass under my house, so I see awkward 
moose butts in the air as they strain for snow-free vegetation? For my seatmate, a moose 
was a vacation highlight. I see moose all the time. There are the roadside moose and the 
slightly-farther-afield moose, such as the ones grazing the power line corridors, which I 
see out of the corner of my eye when driving. And the yard moose, which appear in 
spurts. I ’ve lived in Fairbanks for eighteen years, and I ’ve long since lost track of how 
many moose I’ve seen. I never go too long without.
I did not feel like getting into a moose-off with my seatmate. There was too big of 
gulf between our experiences. I could have buried his encounter with an onslaught of my 
stories; maybe he would have been impressed, or maybe he would have felt diminished. 
Either way, it would only be a superficial exchange of anecdotes. Perhaps I was also 
overcome by how otherworldly a moose suddenly seemed as I flew amidst the clouds.
Fairbanks was built in the middle of good moose habitat, so most streets see their 
share. My neighborhood, however, is especially moose-y. It’s the kind of neighborhood 
where I shovel snow while moose browse fifty feet away, and when I point out road 
moose to my neighbor, who is plowing our road on his four wheeler, he replies, “I ’ve 
been leapfrogging those all morning.” I ’ll be biking down my driveway on the way to 
work, and there’s a moose breakfasting on willows. I wait, I retreat, I go back for my 
truck—it’s hard to say which is the best strategy because unless I have my truck, it’s up 
to the moose. I’m jogging down a trail, dying on the homestretch, and there’s a moose, or 
maybe two. I accelerate, using the moose as motivation while ignoring the fact that the
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top speed of an average moose is thirty-five miles per hour, about seven times faster than 
me. I ’m on a schedule or cold or bored. I do not want to wait. This is how moose dodging 
happens.
This is not to say that moose dodging is wise. In September 2013, a bystander 
shot and killed a bull moose during a middle-school cross-country race in an Anchorage 
park. According to the Alaska Dispatch newspaper, the bull had been near the race route 
for at least an hour and “guided” off the trail by spectators who employed “the usual 
tactics,” such as hitting sticks against trees and yelling. Meanwhile, race organizers sent 
children running past the increasingly agitated moose. According to a witness, the moose 
lay down and “the varsity girls started and we were all excited, because all (the moose) 
has to do is lay there for another twenty minutes and w e’re home free.” It was just 
another moose in the woods until the moose suddenly charged.
The headline of a subsequent editorial made its judgment clear: The problem isn ’t 
agitated moose; i t ’s people showing bad judgment. Why were children allowed to run 
past a moose, despite the fact that the moose was aggressive enough that a police officer 
retrieved his shotgun from his car? How could spectators not recognize or care how their 
actions contributed to a moose death?
I am walking in the dark when I hear a huff and look up. My headlamp catches 
the reflection of eyeballs, and from their uneven motion, I realize the moose has begun its 
charge. I flee, not knowing what is happening behind me. How close is the moose? Has it 
pulled up or is it gaining on me?
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Moose are herbivores, but their hooves are lethal. In fact, moose injure more 
people in Alaska than bears, largely because of the much greater numbers of moose.
In 1995, a moose stomped a man to death on an Anchorage campus after students had 
thrown snowballs and yelled at the moose for hours. In 2010, a student on the Fairbanks 
campus called security while playing “ring around the spruce tree” with a cow moose on 
the campus ski trails. New to Alaska, David Broome had been photographing the 
northern lights when he saw his first ever moose, which snorted and began walking 
toward him. “There’s nothing more naturally frightening then when you’re standing in 
the dark and you have a massive animal standing in front of you growling,” Broome 
reflected. He took a photo, thinking the flash would scare it. Instead the moose charged. 
Then Broome remembered advice he’d been given for a bear charge: stand your ground 
and look big. The moose charged again, and Broome called for help. Within minutes, 
security arrived and shot the moose. “It was sad, you know,” Broome said.
To avoid a charging moose, get behind a tree, fence, building, or car. After a 
moose attack in Denali National Park, a biologist advised, “If you are out in the open run 
in a zigzag since moose don’t corner well.” Standing your ground or taking photos, 
however, is not good moose strategy. Turn around or give the moose space. Moose won’t 
pursue you. They just want you out of their way. Moose don’t bluff charge, meaning that 
if  you don’t move, they won’t stop. If the ears lay back or hackles rise, watch out. If a 
moose knocks you down and kicks or stomps, curl up in a ball and protect your head with 
your hands.
My cartography of my yard includes escape routes, and I leave my truck unlocked 
in case I need a refuge. I do not feel that I have arrived safely home until I am on the
113
porch. One day, for example, I had my head down, flipping though my mail, when I 
rounded the corner of the house and found a moose nibbling my flowers. She started 
toward me, so I ran around the house to approach the porch from the other side. I later 
found a three-foot long skid mark in the grass, its location suggesting that the moose 
chased me for about fifteen feet. The skid mark remained etched into the yard for the rest 
of the summer, a reminder to look up.
Generally, however, moose are benign, a presence glimpsed through the window 
or coming and going without my noticing, leaving behind turd piles or flattened grass 
beds. In winter, the snow is pockmarked by their zigzagging tracks.
In the ten plus years I ’ve owned my home, I ’ve had squirrels in the walls, 
woodpeckers hammer at my siding, and carpenter ants chew my foundation. In May, the 
wood frogs are so vigorous with their mating croaks that I can hold out the phone and 
broadcast them to my parents. Foxes trot by, holding their tails horizontal, and beavers 
waddle down my driveway dragging dead baby trees. There have been owls, hares, 
porcupines, muskrats, and even a lynx. All these species remind me that my property is 
habitat, despite the deed claiming it’s mine.
No species, however, challenges my jurisdiction more than moose. Take, for 
example, the garden wars. Moose love broccoli and kale. In fact, moose love eating many 
of the crops that grow best in the north. I used to have a greenhouse with broken 
windows. Mid-summer, a moose stuck its head through a window and munched as far as 
it could reach. Every summer there is a day when I come home to find the flowers gone, 
the blossoms reduced to amputated stems. There are plants that moose do not eat, such as
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potatoes and rhubarb, but that doesn’t stop them from strolling through the beds, drilling 
footprints into the soil and bisecting rhubarb plants with their hooves.
To fend off moose, my vegetable gardens are fenced. The first summer of my 
garden, I began by building the beds and only had time to put up half the fence, a four- 
foot high swatch of chicken wire. A moose could step over, but I imagined the moose 
would wait until later the plants were larger and more tempting. One day I noticed that 
the leaves nearest the fence had been nibbled, so I quickly erected the remainder of the 
fence. When I approached the garden the following morning, a cow and two calves stood 
up from where they had bedded down by the garden door. Mama had evidently put my 
garden on her grazing route and intended a more vigorous sampling.
Until last summer, the moose fence worked. I began the summer with a broken 
garden door, as a windstorm had blown the door off its hinges. I procrastinated the repair, 
hoping the moose would delay harvest until the time of maximum harm, e.g. right before 
the human harvest. By July, however, with the snowpeas blooming, broccoli at its peak, 
and the cabbages more than a foot wide, that argument felt specious, even to me. I hauled 
out my tools, jerry-rigged a repair, and felt satisfied until the following week, when a 
flood submerged my garden and ripped the door off again. When the flood subsided, I 
blocked off the door with plywood scraps as a temporary fix, the theory being that no 
moose would cram itself through small gaps.
One flaw in that argument: moose calves. I discovered the moose harvest one 
afternoon; it was one of those moments when my understanding took a moment to catch 
up to what I was seeing. Where were the rows of peas, which I had planned to harvest 
again that afternoon? Where had the broccoli gone, and the rows of cabbage? Answers
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came in the form of steaming piles of moose turds and tracks, large and small, stamped 
into the soil. I was perhaps feeling fatalistic—my garden had suffered a hard frost in mid- 
June, the flood in July, followed by a car chase when troopers pursued a fugitive into my 
yard and stopped only feet from my garden. It is easy in such circumstances to assume 
that a moose is the inevitable next catastrophe.
I mention this string of bad luck because it helps explain what happened the next 
day, when I saw two calves and their mama back in the garden. Caught red handed! I ran 
toward the garden, yelling to assert my authority. They would NOT treat my garden like 
a buffet! The moose, however, did not even look up. Incensed, I hopped in my truck and 
sped toward the garden, holding down the horn.
I should have remembered another safety tip: D o n ’t corner moose into fences. 
Panicked by the horn, the calves charged the fence. The fence might have survived the 
calves, but when mama rammed against the fence, she dragged the fence halfway to the 
ground.
At times like these, I find myself threatening revenge. “I ’m going to call a 
bowhunter!” I sometimes yell, but even to my ears it feels mean-spirited, to kill because 
of personal inconvenience. It would be easy to do— over the years, many bowhunters 
have approached me. Even the UPS man has asked if he can bowhunt in my yard. This 
fall in moose season he handed over my package and said, “Tell me the good news— 
have you seen any moose around here?” You leave my packages in the rain, I thought. 
You’re not getting my moose!
In one sense moose are large free-range chickens, left to graze but intended for 
our freezers. Or, as a friend described, “They’re like big angry cows that nobody owns.”
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The truth, of course, is that the moose are not mine to allocate—they disappear as 
soon as the season opens. Despite their size, moose move like magic. One step into the 
trees, and they are gone.
I was reading in bed when I heard a thunk and looked out the window to see a 
moose walk by. We made eye contact and I turned back to my book. The next day on 
Facebook a friend posted a moose photo. “Moose in my yard” shots pop up in my 
Facebook feed all the time, generic images of glum-looking moose glaring at the camera. 
I have become so habituated to moose shots that only the more dramatic examples catch 
my attention, such as a friend’s video of a moose getting its head stuck in her doghouse, 
during which the moose shook its head and the doghouse around in the air. I also 
remember a series of photos of a high school girl, who waded into a river in a white dress 
for her senior photos ... and then a moose photobombed the shoot, strolling the bank 
behind her. There was nothing special about this latest moose photo—until I realized that 
it was not posted by one of my Alaskan friends. In fact, this was a vacation shot from an 
East Coast friend with the caption, “A wonderful surprise on the last day at our cabin in 
Colorado.” Her Facebook friends uniformly commented, “How lucky!”
A New York Times article about moose tourism described moose watching as 
enthralling and claimed, “Even their footprints are alluring.” When I worked at a visitor’s 
center in Fairbanks, tourists often asked where to see a moose. I directed them to a road 
where a moose sighting is virtually guaranteed, especially in the evening. Once a British 
man returned to thank me for my recommendation. H e’d seen a bull in a slough, and the
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bull had suddenly stood up. “It was magnificent!” he exclaimed. “Coming out of the 
water...” Listening to him made me wish I could see moose with fresh eyes.
A few weeks later, I was bicycling the Denali Park road when I came across a 
scrum of tourists. In Denali, this is a give away indicator of a wildlife sighting, and as I 
coasted by I saw two bulls sparring within fifty feet of the road. I was tempted to stop, 
but there were all those tourists, a real circus, and I was enjoying the rhythm of the ride. 
Later, I felt astonished by my apathy. I forgive myself for no longer admiring every 
moose dot on faraway hillsides, but how did two bulls sparring by the road not stop me in 
my tracks?
I didn’t always take moose for granted. I grew up in Vermont, which has moose, 
although I never saw one there. I remember one famous moose from my childhood, a 
female who fell in love with a dairy cow. After my high school graduation, I camped in a 
forest in Idaho while building hiking trails. One day, I spotted a large brown shape and 
thought, like a good Vermonter, “There’s a cow!” I amended this to horse, having 
realized that the color was wrong for a cow, before finally identifying, duh, my debut 
moose. Sometimes we camped in the open, and once I woke to a moose ten feet away. In 
my excited panic, I shoved my contacts in with dirty fingers and woke up later to an eye 
infection. That did not, however, squelch my burgeoning hobby of collecting moose scat, 
which I shellacked as souvenirs. I mailed turds to my future college roommate, never 
imagining that she—who turned out to be a manicured girl with hairsprayed bangs— 
would not admire those egg-shaped symbols of wilderness.
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A friend reminds me that most people don’t live with wild animals and 
developing a relationship with a wild species is a privilege in today’s world. Another 
friend drops everything when she sees a moose. She and her husband will watch moose 
chew shrubs for forty-five minutes. I admire their Zen-like mindfulness, but I cannot 
emulate it. To be honest, I find it boring watching animals chew.
Neither do I know much about the daily life of the moose in my yard or their 
biology. I am not particularly observant—the moose in my life look the same to me, and 
I am not sure how often I see different moose, versus the same moose over and over. 
Sure, if  a mother and calf are in my yard one day, I assume it is the same duo the next. 
But is the cow I see the following year the same cow from the year before? I do not 
know. I worry sometimes that I am wasting the privilege of living with moose.
This fall, a young moose wandered into the entry of a grocery store in Wasilla, 
drawn by a display of gourds. An employee held out her arms to block the moose from 
entering the store while customers and employees took photos. One customer posted a 
Facebook video with the comment, “Only in Alaska....” The customer told the paper, “I 
felt fine being so close, I’m an Alaskan!” The moose seemed unperturbed, even when 
customers tried to scare it by banging on a trash can, and the moose eventually left on its 
own. Not surprisingly, this story was popular in the Alaskan media—look, in Alaska we 
have close encounters all the time, even near the gourd display! Another day, another 
mini-reality TV moment!
Even if we sometimes sink to treating moose like zoo exhibits or social media 
fodder, the prevalence of such stories suggests they have a powerful appeal to 
Alaskans—the same Alaskans who refuse to get excited by roadside moose. There was
119
the moose that wandered into the parking garage of an Anchorage hospital, and a recent 
video of two bulls fighting in a suburban Alaskan street. In this video, there are 
mailboxes, mowed lawns, cars, a paved road, and a delivery truck in the background. 
What makes the video compelling is the juxtaposition of wild and urban, as if  to affirm 
that we do not live in cookie cutter suburbia after all.
One day last fall epitomizes my feelings about yard moose. It was a Saturday 
morning in moose mating season, and I dashed out my door, outhouse bound, only to 
realize that my yard was filled with moose. Four moose, a new record for my yard— a 
mama, two calves, and a bull that trailed after the cow and periodically mounted her. 
Reaching the outhouse was out of the question, and I retreated to the house. My feelings 
were conflicted—I lack indoor plumbing, so outhouse obstructions are unappreciated, but 
a new record! Four! Not quite the seven I saw in one go on the Stikine River, but still!
My enthusiasm waned as the siege continued. Whenever I tried to escape, moose 
blocked my way. I tried sneaking around the house or through the woods, but with four 
moose, they covered all angles. There was nothing to do but settle in and watch the 
moose sex. I happened to be on video Skype with my parents when the bull mounted the 
cow right outside my window, and I held up the laptop so my parents could watch. Now 
THIS was a Skype session, I thought. I might forget birthday cards, but not all daughters 
provide live moose sex during parental phone calls! I felt noble foregoing photographing 
the moose in favor of sharing the moment, although I was disappointed when I asked my 
mother if  she saw the moose penis—which was flapping visibly— and her only reply was 
that it was pixelated.
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The moose siege continued until four o’clock. I occasionally posted on Facebook: 
I  miss indoor plumbing was my caption to a shot of the four moose with my outhouse in 
the background. PSA o f  the day: D o n ’t build your outhouse so fa r  from  your house! And 
by mid-afternoon: Seven hours into moose siege. Heard a thump and looked out the 
window to see more moose sex. Inconvenient, yes, but what I detect most in my posts is 
joy, a giddy sense that a typical Saturday afternoon had become extraordinary.
121
Electrocuting the Permafrost
I reached the truck and dropped my pack. I’d been counting my steps to distract 
myself from the pain and keeping my head down so I did not see how far I still had to go. 
I carried a cable coil strung through a frost probe, which I rested across my shoulders like 
a barbell. I did this because my forearms were seizing, and I needed to find another set of 
muscles to carry the weight. Neil, our crew’s six foot four weightlifting superhero, was 
jogging because he was in a hurry to drop his load. “My traps are killing me,” he said, 
meaning his trapezius muscles, and I could see why. He was carrying an inhuman load. 
His hands were slightly shaking. When I glanced back, my other colleagues were strung 
out at various intervals, all misshapen by cable coils slung around their necks and their 
arms dragged low by bulky equipment boxes. We looked like the walking dead, a slow 
motion zombie attack.
We were actually six permafrost researchers on Alaska’s Dalton Highway on a 
road trip to see how forest fires alter the permafrost, although the scientists in the 
group— everyone except me—would phrase this much more technically. I was a hired set 
of hands, a graduate student in pursuit of an arts degree who knows very, very little about 
permafrost. One of my primary responsibilities was to put down and later pick up metal 
electrodes, bending down every meter and a half along a transect line to impale the 
ground with what look like obese tent stakes. The electrodes clip into cables that run into 
batteries, which in turn power equipment that zaps the ground with electricity. The more 
resistant the ground is to electricity, the more likely it is to be frozen. The goal was to 
create digital profiles of what it looks like below the ground.
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I happened into permafrost research the year before when my friend Dana emailed 
me after hearing that I was looking for work. Dana was collecting data for her 
dissertation, and her field technician had just found another job. For years I earned my 
living through fieldwork, although I worked mainly with fish. I did need work, and the 
idea of fieldwork appealed to me. That winter I had walked into my shed and was struck 
by signs of my earlier life. Rubber boots. Waders. Rubber raingear in dark green and 
bright orange. Life jackets. I used to wear such clothing every day, as if  it were a skin. 
These items have value, and I tell myself that is why I keep them, even though I no 
longer work in fisheries. I wonder, though, if  I cannot bear to discard these souvenirs of 
my old life. I wonder if one reason why I accepted the job with Dana was because I 
wanted to remember that old life, to experience it again in some way. I had not done 
fieldwork for six years.
For most of last summer it was just Dana and I, out in the field for three or four 
days at a time. We drilled holes into the ground using a meter-long drill bit and inserted 
sealed plastic tubes. In the fall, we revisited our sites, cut the seals off the tube, and 
dropped in a temperature probe. Dana surveyed vegetation, while I leaned against a 
tussock holding the data clipboard, jotting down the vegetation types that Data called out 
using Latin abbreviations. I also dug soil pits, cutting out a circle with the shovel with the 
goal of extracting a cone of soil from the ground. I have always enjoyed such tasks— 
there was the thwack of the shovel hitting rocks, the sucking sound when the water table 
was high, and the agony of roots. There was the quest to make the perfect soil plug, one 
that could rest on the ground in one piece, all soil layers visible for Dana’s inspection.
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Dana politely tried to rein me in as I excavated monster plugs that I posed with like 
trophies, but which were unnecessary, as I finally learned when I watched superman Neil 
robotically extract small but perfect plugs from the ground with assembly-line precision.
Hiking up a muddy path or walking off trail through burned areas and tussocks, 
each step was an effort. I carried a shovel in one hand, a frost probe and the drill bit in the 
other. My backpack contained, amongst other objects, field guides to Alaskan plants, duct 
tape, a data clipboard, drill batteries, and orange flagging. My legs burned as they sank 
into the spongy tussocks or stepped over a fallen burnt tree. Nonetheless, I realized I was 
happy, more alive than I had been in months, which I’d largely spent inside trying to 
finish school.
At the end of last summer, Dana invited me to join her on a research trip with four 
colleagues from the Lower 48. Burke and Andy, thirty-something geophysicists, worked 
for a governmental agency in Colorado and arrived with mountains of heavy field gear, 
including all the batteries and computers. Bruce, a middle-aged academic from South 
Dakota brought along Neil, a twenty-something graduate student from Minnesota. I ’d felt 
embarrassed at first, wondering what they would think about a fiction writer tagging 
along on their scientific field trips, but it turned out I could stick an electrode in the 
ground and hook up a connector and carry gear through burned areas. This summer, when 
Dana asked if I wanted to join them for a ten-day research trip on the Dalton highway, I 
was happy to agree.
Five hundred meters was usually the maximum distance from the truck to our site, 
which sounds like nothing until you walk uphill through an old burn. We did not travel
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light, and much of our gear was stored in bulky waterproof cases. We hiked through the 
worst hiking in Alaska: this was partially the permafrost’s fault, since it tends to be 
mucky and support vegetation such as wobbly grass tussocks. This was compounded by 
our emphasis on forest fires, as burnt areas are booby-trapped with fallen burnt trees. And 
of course there were no trails. I wished I were in better shape.
On the second day of our ten-day trip, we parked by an access gate for the Trans 
Alaska pipeline. I felt relieved because I ’d heard that the day’s site would be a longer 
walk, but how hard could the walk be if we walked along a road? Sure, we didn’t have a 
key to the gate—how lovely that would be, driving right to the site—but walking on a 
road is twenty times easier (in a non-scientific estimation) than bushwhacking. I filled my 
backpack with about twenty-five pounds of metal electrodes and clipped a switch box to 
the outside of my backpack. In my hands I carried two frost probes and a spool of cable, 
plus I slung a cable around my neck. None of this felt too bad at first.
When we reached the pipeline, however, the GPS insisted that we head off into 
the woods. I had no free hands to clear the brush out of my way, so I pushed through with 
my body. The frost probes caught in the branches. The ground was laced with holes and 
fallen trees. The gear in my hands began to feel heavy, and I hoped I didn’t lose the 
ability to grip before we reached our destination. I had no idea where or how far away the 
destination might be—I only followed the person in front of me, who guided us with the 
GPS. I felt my forearms seize, but since I had items in both hands, switching the gear to a 
different hand didn’t do much. A few co-workers had jettisoned gear back at the pipeline, 
conceding the need for another trip. I had not, believing I should be able to haul weight 
since there were few other ways I could contribute. I began putting the spool of cable
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down on branches, stealing a brief rest while I stepped over branches. Co-workers backed 
up behind me, and I felt mad at myself because I had intended to use the job as 
motivation to get back into shape. Those intentions had been derailed, however, by forest 
fire smoke, jobs, and a general sense of malaise. Meanwhile, Dana was six months 
pregnant, and she kept up.
Before my first fieldwork shift last summer, I pulled out photos from a summer I 
worked trail crew in Juneau. I suppose I wanted to remind myself of my hardier days and 
how normal fieldwork once was. I was twenty-four that summer, and forty pounds 
lighter. From the perspective of my forty-year old self, in every photograph I look 
impossibly badass. There’s me, posing with mud-encrusted arms before being hosed off 
in the parking lot of our crew’s condo—the hosing insisted upon by our landlord after we 
kept leaving mud smears on the stairs. There’s Eric and I hoisting a log carrier to drag a 
log through the tussocks. And Eric and I, bandanas over our faces, jointly operating a 
pneumatic rock drill. Me, marching through the forest with the chainsaw bar resting on 
my shoulder.
We were a crew of four, but the fourth member of our crew did not match the 
typical trail crew demographic. She was overweight and told us she was thirty-two, but 
when I glimpsed her driver’s license, I realized that she’d taken five years off her age. 
When we carried logs out of the woods, she often dropped her end of the log carrier and 
tripped in the tussocks. The strain of picking up and putting down heavy weights to allow 
her to rest caused us to cut her out of the process altogether. When we brushed trail, three 
of us hiked ahead since our speeds were so uneven. We would find a downed tree, cut it 
up, and hang out playing spruce cone baseball until she caught up. She lost twenty-five
126
pounds that summer, but she was always in pain. I could not imagine why she wanted to 
work trail crew. Now I understand the desire to remove five years from my age and 
pretend that I can keep up.
Each day we ran a line through our site for about two hundred meters. My co­
workers decided where the line should go, looking for a route that included both burned 
and unburned terrain. Someone laid out a tape measure to mark the line, and I followed 
behind inserting electrodes into the ground. When the electrodes were in, I made a second 
pass along the line, hooking the cables to the electrodes.
The line ran straight no matter what was in the way, so I found myself squeezing 
between branches, reaching down into brush piles, or hopping on wobbly sphagnum 
islands. Every day our site had different qualities, but they all had obstacles. At one site, 
the line ran through a water pit, so I put electrodes into water that almost topped my 
rubber boots. At another site, the brush was so dense that the only way I could find my 
way back to our home base was by looking for Andy’s fluorescent yellow jacket, which 
he had tossed up into a tree as a landmark. I enjoyed discovering the qualities of each 
line; in a sense it was like miniature golf where each hole presents a different hazard. I 
filled my backpack with electrodes so that I might disappear into the vegetation and stake 
out the line in its entirety. I enjoyed those moments of privacy, when I could be alone in 
the forest while the others went about their tasks elsewhere. Even when branches 
whacked me in the face or I cursed over the terrain through which the tape measure was 
taking me, the work gave me a childish pleasure of playing outside.
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Our sites were booby-trapped with burnt logs of all sorts: the slippery ones that I 
had to walk along, the flimsy black spruce that fell over if  I grabbed them, and the sharp 
sticks on the ground that poked holes in my rubber boots. Over the years, I have walked 
on uneven and slippery grounds of all sorts. As a kayak ranger in Southeast Alaska, I slid 
down beaches with seaweed-coated rocks. On the Stikine River, I put out and fetched 
salmon smolt traps from logjams. One of my co-workers could jump from log to log, 
even though they were often slippery and they were also floating. I never was particularly 
graceful, but I have watched myself become less confident. I have lost the ability to jump 
from rock to rock. Looking at myself from afar, I see decay, and this is most noticeable in 
slippery terrain where I cannot hesitate.
After the line was set up, Bruce and I switched to frost probing, one person 
recording the data while the other wrestled the probe. A frost probe is a metal pole with a 
tip on one end and a handle on the other. The concept is basic—jam the probe in and out 
of the ground until you hit a rock, hit permafrost, or sink the probe all the way into the 
ground. It is not always easy to tell the difference between a rock and permafrost, but 
hitting permafrost usually gives a dull solid thud and the tip of the probe is cold to the 
touch. The goal is to measure how far down the permafrost is, thus providing ground 
truthing to the digital maps.
We had two probes— one was a meter and a quarter long, and the other was two 
meters and a half. The metal pole often became slick from the wet mud from below 
ground, and my gloved hands slipped and slid through the mud as I tried to get enough of 
a grip to begin sinking the probe into the ground until finally I could reach the handle,
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which was still over my head. Trying to get the probe out of the ground involved an 
awkward squat while jerking the pole upward to break the wet suction of the ground. “It’s 
like a deadlift,” Neil observed. I tried to remember the horse stance I used to sink into 
during my karate days, a powerful base with a straight back. As we progressed into the 
burned areas, where fire had melted the permafrost, the probe sunk deeper and deeper. 
Our work became harder, and Bruce and I began trading off more frequently. I used my 
body weight as much as possible, leaning onto the handle with my stomach, or when the 
handle had almost reached the ground, assuming a pushup position on the handle. None 
of this was graceful, but I have always found physical work satisfying.
When Bruce and I finished frost probing, if  the line was still hot we lay on our 
backs, ideally on spongy white lichen, waiting until it was time to pull electrodes. It felt 
good to rest, the first downtime in a day that had been physical, but the ground cricked 
my back, and I worried I would not be able to sit up without first rolling to my side.
My back reminds me that any fieldwork I do now is a temporary diversion. Last 
May, not long before Dana asked me if I were interested in fieldwork, I put out my back 
while hanging a houseplant. It took ten minutes to get into bed, and I had to feed the cats 
on the table because I could not get the food dish down to the floor. I had tickets to fly to 
California in two days, and I could not imagine how I would carry my bag or sit on the 
plane or get up from my seat. Two days and painkillers improved me enough to make the 
trip, but it would be three weeks until my back felt normal. In California, I met my four- 
year-old niece Lucy for the second time. I have always been the physical aunt, the one 
that roughhouses or gives piggybacks to two kids at once, but Lucy did not meet that 
version of her aunt. Instead, I sat upright in a chair wearing my elderly father’s back
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brace. “I am not used to seeing you like this,” my sister said. I felt like Auntie Amy was 
no longer Auntie Amy.
For six nights we stayed at a hotel located by the Yukon River Bridge. On one 
side of the highway there is a giant dirt parking lot, gas for sale, a restaurant, and trailers 
filled with hotel rooms. I ’ve stayed in my share of utilitarian crew housing in Alaska: a 
hotel in Hooper Bay with a communal honey bucket and snowdrifts on the bathroom 
floor; a room in Kaltag, with a mattress on the floor and mold growing out of the pots and 
pans; the clean but sterile bedrooms of the North Slope oilfields. I hoped for comfort and 
cleanliness, but I had no expectations for ambience. My initial impression confirmed my 
assumptions. We walked into a lounge with dark paneled wood, where there was a sticky 
table, overhead lights that mostly didn’t work, and a pool table whose legs were propped 
up with books. The common area included a fridge filled with a pizza box containing one 
rock hard slice. The main rule for the hotel was that we leave our shoes by the entrance 
so we didn’t tramp mud down the hallways.
I once would have been horrified by road-based fieldwork, amidst all the human 
noise and infrastructure with nary an animal in sight. I always used fieldwork as a way to 
spend time in wild places that would be difficult to reach on my own. The camps I miss 
the most were remote and simple, such as the wall tent on the sand bar in the Kuskokwim 
River, with the little wood stove for which I foraged sticks on the beach. I slept on the 
floor next to a writing desk that a co-worker helped me build from scrap lumber. Or the 
cabin on Bear Lake, with the wood-fired sauna overlooking the river. Before the window 
steamed up, I could see salmon splashing and bears fishing. And the Stikine River, where
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I moved out of the newer bunkhouse, with its laminate flooring and electricity—and 
radios, generators, and blasting heat—in favor of a dilapidated cabin downriver, so I 
could feel more connected to the river. The cabin had duct tape x-marks on the floor 
indicating where you couldn’t step or the floor would sag, and we protected our toilet 
paper from voles by keeping it in a non-functional fridge. It was fall and rainy, however, 
and I found myself glad for shelter and hot showers. I rarely left the building outside of 
work. I never even walked to the banks of the Yukon. I tried not to think about why I had 
no desire for more.
One night two men entered the hotel, and from their clothing and gear, I guessed 
they had come off the river. Between them they hauled a large plastic barrel, like the food 
barrels we used to lend to river travelers when I worked for the Park Service. I felt both 
jealous and curious—long ago, I dreamed of paddling the Yukon River. I remember that 
feeling of coming back indoors after a long outdoor adventure, whether it is a week or a 
month or, more commonly for me, the end of a field season, when after spending all my 
time living at the ambient outdoor temperature, I walked inside a building again and felt 
the dry stale blast of artificial heating. I remember how overwhelming fluorescent lights 
felt, the claustrophobia of walls, and the shocking presence of new and multiple people. 
There is also that glorious feeling of easy comfort provided by toilets and beds and the 
end of the need to keep gear dry. These are the kinds of intangible appreciations that I 
miss from my old life.
I eyed the barrel, wanting to ask about their journey—were they pulling out at the 
highway or would they continue eight hundred miles to the delta? While I stood there,
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they scurried by; the barrel was heavy, and they were headed to their room. They greeted 
me as they passed, but I only grunted, my words stuck.
Fall in Interior Alaska is often beautiful, and before the trip I envisioned crisp 
sunny days and foliage. The long-term forecast for our trip, however, showed only rain. 
The first couple days we escaped with overcast and drizzle, but finally we had a genuine 
rainy day, of the sort where there is no respite. Despite my rain gear, my clothes were 
soon soaked by sweat and wet brush. The last part of our line shot straight through dense 
shrubs, and as I clambered back and forth along the line—probing frost holes, inserting 
electrodes, connecting electrodes, checking on connections, and then disconnecting 
everything—water dripped down my jacket.
For several days it rained hard, and at night we could hear the wind howling 
through the trees. Soon enough we were used to the rain, so that later in the week, when a 
day had only minor drizzle and one snow squall, the day felt pleasant, proving how a 
couple days of hard rain can alter the definition of pleasant.
With the rain, it all comes back to me, gearing up for a day when you know the 
weather will be miserable. But each time it is a bit of shock, like preparing for winter—a 
mental adjustment, I can do this. Mentally girding yourself to suffer. Being wet and cold 
is inevitable in Alaska, and I have spent a lot of time in the rain. I worked as a kayak 
ranger in the rainforest of Southeast Alaska. I remember the sheen on the tent floor after 
it had rained for four days straight. That summer I received a Patagonia catalogue in the 
mail, filled with pictures of astonishingly clean people out enjoying the outdoors while 
wearing Patagonia’s clothing. Quotes were interspersed amidst the pictures, and I read
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one to my boss: “No matter how wet and cold you are on the outside, you’re always 
warm and dry on the inside.” “Bullshit!” he immediately replied.
A few years later I worked trail crew in Juneau in September, when it rained 
every day. As I dug drainage ditches, water gushed down the mountain, filling the ditch 
and almost going over my boots. The mud was so wet that I had to scrape my shovel 
clean with my hand, sending water running down the sleeve of my jacket. We ate lunch 
huddled under the trees, eating as fast as we could so we could get back to work in order 
to stay warm.
I like to think of the less pleasant times as part of the price of admission for 
spending time outdoors. I have always prided myself on being tough. In Alaska, being 
able to suffer has often felt like a job skill.
Before coming to Alaska, Neil scoured maps and satellite data to pick out 
research sites. One night, he told us that he had his heart set on a particular polygon, 
although the site involved a longer walk and, Neil admitted, tussocks. His apologetic tone 
suggested that an atypical amount of suffering might be involved, but that it was a really, 
really, really nice polygon. I felt worried when I heard this. Bruce and I had fallen into 
the habit of hauling out the gear at the end of the day while the others wrapped up their 
tasks. I didn’t mind this, but I worried whether I might exceed my limits if  I tried to do 
this over longer distances. I had felt my forearms nearing the point of seizing, and my 
back let off a low-level constant twinge. I felt I had mostly masked my abominable 
fitness level, but even a best effort can only go so far.
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The polygon site was far enough north that there were few trees— a line of spruce 
snaked along the Kanuti River just to our north, but at our site itself there were only two 
tiny spruce trees and a few deciduous trees. Unlike our days of bushwhacking, this meant 
that we could more or less see our destination and that Neil, who navigated with his iPad, 
had no need to stop and wait. There is a special art to tussock walking, and the most fit 
and agile bound along atop the wobbly grassy knobs. I watched with envy and admiration 
as Neil bounded ahead. I followed him more slowly, but I managed to carry in a 
backpack of electrodes and carry something in each arm. I felt satisfied with the effort, 
deeming it respectable. Better yet, Neil and Andy volunteered to be the ones to make a 
second trip for the rest of the gear, so I went about planting my electrodes, feeling I 
would survive the day with dignity after all.
The trek out was slightly uphill. The road did not seem too far away, but that 
morning we had watched Neil and Andy as they made their second trip to the road, and it 
seemed like forever they had remained motionless tiny figures so that we could not tell 
whether they were coming or going. In a treeless landscape, this suddenly provided us a 
true sense of perspective. On the walk out, I trailed Bruce, whose backpack, like mine, 
was filled with electrodes, although he also carried two interconnects (spools of black 
cable). Wary from the arm seizure during the second day's bushwhack, when I had also 
gone with both arms loaded, I somewhat sheepishly went light, grabbing only one 
interconnect and a frost probe. The entire way out I counted steps. Every twenty-five 
steps, I switched the cable and the frost probes to the other hand. Every one hundred 
steps, and I allowed myself to stop. I also picked out bushes to demonstrate my forward 
progress, since the spongy tussocks and the crevasses between them sometimes left me
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feeling that my steps were not actually moving me any closer to the road. Until oh, the 
glorious patches of charboiled tundra from the old fire, which had flattened the tussocks 
and allowed brief moments of relative speed.
Occasionally Bruce stopped and bent over. I imagined he was resting his arms by 
putting the cable spools on the ground, but he later said that he was shifting the weight of 
the electrodes in his pack. “My goal was just not to barf,” he admitted. Even Neil, who 
passed me on his second trip out, confessed that he had to stop occasionally or his legs 
would fail. Andy, who had made an extra trip each way, decided that might have been his 
hardest hike ever with gear. “I’ve been in the office all summer,” he added. I could 
identify with that— sitting by a computer is disturbingly non-cardiovascular. That kind of 
strenuous workout, however, always proves satisfying once it is over, and the polygon 
became one of our favorite sites.
As we lined our gear up along the side of the highway, the occasional semi 
blasting past, the weather lifted and for a moment it was beautiful—fall colors, the 
pipeline, that wide-open space. Back at the car, I helped load the equipment. I enjoy 
puzzles such as how to fit too much odd-sized gear into a confined space, and during the 
trip I largely took over the job of packing the car. Then I sunk into my spot in the back 
seat, my work done for the day. On the way home, we noticed that the trees seemed to 
have become more yellow since the morning.
After six days, we left our hotel on the Yukon River and headed north to the 
Brooks Range and Coldfoot. While I admired the ever-increasing foliage and rolling hills 
and the beginning of mountains, Dana and the crew admired burned spots. “That’s
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spectacularly burned!” Dana exclaimed, later adding, “Oh, there’s a nice burned 
unburned transition. And it’s close to the road!” “They have nice fires here,” Neil added. 
We already had our daily research spots selected, but I could feel the enthusiasm of the 
crew building over the unlimited possibilities presented by burned permafrost. I enjoyed 
this glimpse of how they saw the world, much like how my former fish colleagues had 
gushed over parr marks and all things fish. I have learned, however, that while I can learn 
the lingo and superficially participate in such conversations, I do not truly see the world 
in such ways. When we passed a dramatic patch of white growing on a steep hillside, I 
thought, how pretty! “Nice lichen,” Dana commented, thinking about habitat and soil 
composition.
As we drove, the subject of future jobs came up. Like me, Dana is wrapping up a 
graduate degree, although in her case it is a marketable Ph.D. Unlike me, Dana is about to 
become a mother. “I have no idea what I will do,” Dana said. “My life is about to be 
upended anyway, so I guess it’s a good time not to know.” I admired her calmness while 
remaining silent. My whole working life has been a patchwork of miscellaneous jobs, so 
perhaps I am the last person people would suspect of major anxiety about what comes 
next, but my default answer—fieldwork—is no longer much of an answer.
When I first met the permafrost crew the summer before, Andy had asked me, in 
the way of introductory chitchat, what I planned to do after finishing my creative writing 
degree. “W hat’s the end game?” he’d asked. Taken by surprise, I ’d answered, “There 
isn’t one.” I’d reflected upon his question later and realized that what I ’d said was true. I 
had no particular job in mind, not even a goal. I loved to write, but I had no expectations 
for how writing might contribute to my livelihood. I no longer even had any hope or
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fantasies for that. When I was young there was no goal either but there were many, many 
dreams. Looking back, my younger self seems hopelessly romantic and naive.
I had not been as far north as Coldfoot in several years, and as always the sight of 
the Brooks Range and the very act of heading north made me feel as if  I were off on an 
adventure. The hotel itself was plain—tiny rooms with fake wood paneling, stained 
carpet, saggy mattresses, and a toilet that moved so dramatically when I sat that I checked 
to make sure it had not dislodged. I found even this utilitarian grunge pleasing, as if  a 
sign that I had returned to a more practical world where aesthetics did not matter, a world 
more prone to adventure. There was no cell coverage, and the sight of people tethered to 
the hotel payphone made me oddly nostalgic. And was it weird that the mousetraps set on 
the floors of the hotel corridor made me happy?
There were other such signs. The vast muddy parking lot, the tourists picking 
their way through the mud, and the industrial bootscraper outside the front door of the 
hotel. The hallway leading to the restaurant bathroom was lined with photographs of 
semis off the road and bushplanes flipped upside down. Tourists picked their way 
through the muddy parking lot to the hotel, while a bush plane flew before the fresh snow 
on the mountain tops, the lower flanks still bright foliage. The parking lot had several 
trucks with fourwheelers, likely heading north to set up camps for fall hunting season.
One truck had a fresh caribou rack and meat packs.
The board in the Coldfoot visitor’s center warned of a winter storm and six inches 
of snow for Atigun Pass, the highest point on the highway, and all points north. Semis 
were in and out of the parking lot, and we began asking drivers whether they had chained
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up for the pass. The good news about Atigun Pass is that highway workers are stationed 
there and the road receives prompt attention. The bad news is that every time I have 
driven the pass there have been snowdrifts or bulldozers clearing small avalanches, and 
slick rental car tires do not inspire feelings of invincibility.
As we headed toward the pass, we left fall behind and headed into winter. Not 
exactly “electrodes in the ground” weather, but we hoped we’d drive out of the snow as 
we descended the pass. Except we had forgotten the role of latitude; land and sky were 
uniformly white, and on the back side of the pass the driving was worse, packed down 
snow that had become slick. We had lost Burke and Andy, trailing behind in their car.
We had a semi barreling down on us, so we pulled over to let it by, only to be splattered 
by a full-speed avalanche of gravel and mud. I realized what would happen just before 
the semi passed and exclaimed, “W e’re going to get mudded!” For a few seconds as the 
semi passed, we watched as our windows turned brown and gravel pinged off the car. I 
realized that I felt ... joy. How can I explain why I enjoy such moments? These are the 
kinds of moments that I associated with fieldwork, and the pleasure they give me I only 
recognize when I experience them again after an absence.
Our final destination was a university research station in the Arctic. When we 
reached the turnoff, it was not plowed. Both the sky and ground were white, and my mind 
struggled to catch up with the idea that it was winter. I had heard of the research station 
for years and had looked forward to my first visit. My anticipation vanished, however, 
before a sudden worry over how much I would suffer because I had not packed clothes or
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shoes for winter. When we reached the research station, it seemed as grim as my mood, 
the buildings pale and industrial and the snow mixing with mud in the parking lot.
We had driven all the way north because the crew wanted to meet with a potential 
future collaborator who wanted to see how our electrocution technology worked. Even 
with six inches of snow, we thus went to work. At first my mood remained grim— 
trudging uphill through the unbroken snow with equipment boxes was painful. Slowly, 
however, the novelty of the day won me over. The ground was too frozen to push in the 
electrodes by hand, so I followed the line with a mallet. The electrodes disappeared 
instantly in the snow, so when they were unhooked from the cable, I had to put them 
immediately in their box. Dana could not do vegetation surveys because of the snow, so 
she made a snowman with a birch leaf face. “Betnam!” she exclaimed, giving her Latin 
abbreviation for birch leaves. Her geeky happiness won me over—would I ever again be 
in the Arctic in early September trying to push electrodes through the snow?
Burke and Andy had been able to get the car close enough so that they did not 
have to carry the battery system and computers. As the day went on, I realized that more 
and more of the crew were huddling by the car, ostensibly to see the latest digital 
pictures, but some were also disappearing into the car to stay warm. Meanwhile, Bruce 
and I stayed in the snow, ready to pull when the line had finished. The cold had begun to 
catch me, and I did jumping jacks to warm my feet. The wait for the line to finish seemed 
interminable. I could tell that Bruce was cold too, and when he silently handed me a 
cookie, I felt it was a recognition of solidarity for those of who stood in the snow. I began 
to feel that no better thing could have happened than an early season snowstorm, an 
adventure on a small scale and the sort of moment I collected through my jobs.
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What will happen to my old self, the one who could carry two sandbags at once 
while balancing on a plank boardwalk in fifty mile per hour winds? Dressed in rubber 
rain gear and rubber boots, wearing a sweatshirt and ball cap, I felt tough and healthy. I 
loved crouching by the bow of a skiff and waiting to jump on shore with the anchor, or 
standing behind the wheel, legs spread for balance, steering through sloughs. I was that 
woman only through my jobs, however, and that other self has disappeared, cut off from 
being. I hope she is still there, waiting to be conjured back in a different guise. 
Sometimes I think she is nearby, as it takes only the sound of a skiff on the water to 
remind me of her, or putting down electrodes in the snow.
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